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 Abstract 
 
With the increasing enrolment of students with disabilities in primary schools and the 
enactment of legislative protections for students with disabilities in Disability 
Discrimination legislation and the Disability Standards for Education, this study 
examines the experiences of parents of students with disabilities in Queensland State 
schools.   
 
This study is concerned with the experiences that parents of children with disabilities 
have in relation to the concept and processes of inclusive classroom practice within 
the primary school.  The experiences of parents in large metropolitan schools in 
Queensland, Australia are analysed in light of current anti-discrimination legislation 
operating within Australia. 
 
Data were collected using a mixed methodology in which 50 parents from nine large 
metropolitan Queensland State schools responded to a Parent Questionnaire about 
their experiences in their child’s school.  This was followed by two focus groups with 
a total of six parents who described their experiences in their child’s school.  Together 
the qualitative and quantitative information complemented the other to provide a 
unique perspective on the impact of anti-discrimination legislation. 
 
The findings from the study suggest that parents and their children continue to be 
discriminated against and that the legislation and associated standards have not 
eliminated this discrimination.  Recommendations are made in the final chapter that 
propose an inclusive schooling framework for students with disabilities.  This intends 
to ensure not only compliance with the ‘spirit’ of Anti-Discrimination legislation and 
the Disability Standards, but also a means by which schools may evolve to become 
inclusive and embracing of difference as part of overall richness of schools as 
opposed to deficiency. 
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 Chapter 1 Introduction 1 
Chapter One 
Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 
 
This study is concerned with the experiences that parents of children with disabilities 
have in relation to the concept and processes of inclusive classroom practice within 
the primary school in Queensland, Australia.  The experiences of parents in nine large 
metropolitan schools in Queensland, Australia are analysed in light of current anti-
discrimination legislation operating within Australia.  
 
The interest of the researcher in conducting this study arose from the researcher’s 
experience as a primary school teacher and principal in the state of Queensland.  The 
researcher has been a primary school principal for the past 20 years and has led 
schools which have had additional resources, special education units and special 
education development units to cater for additional needs of children with disabilities.  
The researcher has also had an interest in the law and how the law impacts upon 
individual behaviours and its societal function.  As a result of this interest, the 
researcher completed a law degree and continues to read widely in this area.  This 
interest in the law and the experiences of working with families of children with 
disabilities led the researcher to undertaking a study in this area.  As a principal of 
large primary schools, the researcher would often hear the same story from parents of 
children with disabilities, that their child was refused enrolment in another school, 
they were told that the school could not possibility cater for their child’s needs or that 
their relationship with their child’s previous school was irreparable.  These 
experiences and knowledge of the law posed a series of questions; 
How could these experiences be true in light of the anti-discrimination legislation? 
How could the experiences of parents of children with disabilities be so different for 
one another?  
What set of values, beliefs and accompanying behaviours provide a school and 
parents of children with disabilities for an opportunity of success? 
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To follow this personal and professional interest, this study was designed to 
investigate the experiences of parents of children with disabilities and to explore what 
the implications of these experiences may have for schools and the parents in the light 
of the anti-discrimination legislation. The research is informed by the social 
constructivist theory.  Social Constructivism acknowledges the social and cultural 
context of schools and the school community because peoples’ realities are multiple, 
socially and experientially based but also specific and local in nature (Schwandt, 
1994). In a constructivist epistemology, the researcher and the object of investigation 
are assumed to be interactively linked so that the findings of the inquiry are created as 
the investigation proceeds. 
 
A number of terms pertaining to the scope of this study are briefly clarified before 
considering the history of inclusion and anti-discrimination legislation in Australia.  
The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2011) describes ‘disabilities’ as an umbrella 
term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and participation.  Impairment is a 
problem in body function or structure; an activity limitation is a difficulty encountered 
by an individual in executing a task or action; while a participation restriction is a 
problem experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations. Disabilities 
are thus not solely a health problem. It is a complex phenomenon, reflecting the 
interaction between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which he 
or she lives. Overcoming difficulties faced by people with disabilities requires 
interventions to remove environmental and social barriers. People with disabilities 
have the same health needs as non-disabled people – for immunization, cancer 
screening etc. They also may experience a narrower margin of health, on account of 
social exclusion.  
 
The term ‘primary school’ applies to a primary school that is not a special school, but 
may/may not host a special education unit/class.  A special school is a segregated 
school whose programming is designed to specifically meet the needs of students with 
disabilities.  This study adopts a definition of inclusive education that is offered by 
Education Queensland in its Inclusive Education Statement (Department of Education 
and Training, 2005).  Inclusive education: 
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• fosters a learning community that questions disadvantage and challenges 
social injustice; 
• maximises the educational and social outcomes of all students through the 
identification and reduction of barriers to learning, especially for those who 
are vulnerable to marginalisation and exclusion; and 
• ensures all students understand and value diversity so that they have the 
knowledge and skills for positive participation in a just, equitable and 
democratic global society. 
 
Inclusive education ensures that schools are supportive and engaging places 
for all students, teachers and caregivers.  It is about building communities that 
value, celebrate and respond to diversity.  It is underpinned by respectful 
relationships between learners, teachers and caregivers.  It is supported by 
collaborative relationships with communities and governments.  It is about 
shaping the society in which we live and the type of society to which we 
aspire.(p.1) 
    
Further to the definition taken from the Department of Education in Queensland, 
inclusive education can be seen to be more than a question in regards to an 
educational placement or levels of resourcing, but about equity, social justice and 
citizenship (Barton, 2008).  
 
Traditionally, disability definitions have been articulated through a combination of 
psychological and physical conditions within students.  This tradition grew out of 
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century society where clear division existed between 
‘normal’ and ‘abnormal,’ defined by cultural norms.  In accordance with such norms 
students were assessed by medical professionals to either be part of – or excluded 
from – mainstream education.  Moreover, those thus excluded were labelled by 
society at large as either ‘handicapped’, ‘retarded’ or ‘slow’.  They were 
accommodated in educational settings that were segregated from mainstream 
education. 
 
This traditional model of segregated education emphasized individual physical, 
sensory and/or intellectual deficit (Gallagher, 1998; Thomas & Loxley, 2001).  To 
accommodate disability a corps of specialist teachers were engaged.  These teachers 
based curriculum on scientific understanding of intellectual deficit and physical 
impairment drawing on existing medical professionals’ input into realistic, attainable 
educational goals.  Well intentioned as the segregated education programs were, they 
primarily sought to bring students with disabilities to a point where they could assume 
 Chapter 1 Introduction 4 
minor paid employment so as not to financially burden society (Slee, 2011).  
Secondly, they sought to bring individuals with a disability to a modest level of 
academic achievement. 
 
Contemporary research (Thomas & Loxley, 2001) suggest that students with a 
disability, under this system, were not enabled as valued members of society, but 
rather continued a path of marginalization and exclusion from society (Slee & Allan, 
2001).  The past two decades have seen a semantic shift in the interpretation of 
disability, a shift from traditional medical models of disability to social models of 
disability.  In this paradigm shift it is noted that disability does not exist within the 
person by way of an innate pathological circumstance, but rather it is a result of 
environmental, structural and attitudinal influences that exist within our society 
(Allan, 2003; Barton, 1996; Carrier, 1989; Oliver, 1996). 
 
An acceptance of this fundamental paradigm shift requires, for its successful 
implementation, a different educational framework based on inclusion, rather than 
modifications of existing frameworks (Carrington, 2000).  In this setting inclusion is 
based on response to diversity, respect of alternative ideas, community empowerment 
and a newfound celebration of difference (Barton, 1997).  Advocates of inclusion 
would suggest that many students with disability have been educationally 
marginalized.  They also contends that this educational marginalisation has caused 
negative labeling and isolation (Slee & Allan, 2001). 
 
1.1.1 Historical development of education for students with 
disabilities 
 
In order to understand current developments and practice it is imperative to 
understand the history of the development of inclusive education.  While the 
chronological history of education for students with disability follows a similar path 
for the majority of the Nineteenth and Twentieth centuries, a fundamental paradigm 
shift is discernable within the past two decades, when social justice considerations and 
human rights concerns entered the debate and inexorably evolved from Segregation 
via Integration to Inclusion. 
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It was arguably emerging social justice and civil/human rights theories which 
propelled a move towards educational inclusion (Slee, 2011).  In this new 
mainstreaming approach students with disabilities were gradually enrolled in 
mainstream schools.  While opposed in some quarters (Kauffman & Landrum, 2009) 
and questioned in others (Warnock, 2005; Zigmond, 2003), educational inclusion per 
se is difficult to define.  Inclusion theorists articulate educational inclusion as “a 
cultural project intent on exposing the politics of identity and difference and 
establishing representation for those marginalized and excluded from power relations 
exerted through the dominant culture and constitutive power relations of schooling” 
(Slee, 2007, pp. 178-179).  Such a convoluted definition does little to appease 
opponents of inclusion, nor, argues Allan (2008) and Gallagher (2007) does the 
rhetoric resemble reality. 
 
Early initiatives of inclusive education throughout the world saw a placement of 
students with disabilities in mainstream classrooms alongside their peers (Kugelmass, 
2004).  School administrators and teachers as well as policy makers wrestled with 
terms of definition often misinterpreting the fundamental differences between 
integration and inclusion.  It is argued by Corbett and Slee (2000) that integration was 
concerned with regulating the flow of different students and that such an approach 
was essentially assimilationist.  They maintain a notion of the ideal student and school 
and the emphasis within this approach was upon “deficit, diagnosis, categorisation 
and individual treatment” (p. 134).  These two terms (integration and inclusion) were 
at times hijacked by opposing philosophies which in turn led to schools purportedly 
working under the same overarching agenda producing different outcomes as a result 
of different interpretations (Shanker, 1994). While theorists and educational policy 
makers find few ambiguities in Slee’s definition of inclusion, teaching practitioners, 
parents and indeed, students with disabilities struggle, leading Slee to hold that 
“disability and education remain a technical set of problems separable from questions 
of rights and discrimination.” (2007, p. 186).   
 
Under the inclusion umbrella discernable evolution is in evidence.  In Queensland’s 
earlier Special Education Units (SEU), students with disabilities would spend the 
majority of school time apart from their regular class, generally being integrated for 
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‘soft’ option subjects such as Music and Art, yet segregated for core subjects such as 
English, mathematics and science within the SEU.  From 2009 the role of the SEU 
teacher morphed from small-group, or 1-1 educational delivery, to that of provision of 
material additional to that provided by class teachers, in many cases working 
alongside the primary class teacher.  Moreover, the SEU teacher’s brief now extends 
to diagnostic categories for emotional behavior problems (Graham, 2006; Woods, 
Wyatt-Smith, & Elkins, 2005). 
 
In the mid-2000s a Queensland Ministerial Taskforce on the Inclusion of Students 
with Disabilities stated that the State of Queensland was promoting an inclusive 
education system which values diversity and celebrates difference, thereby assuming a 
“successful participation and maximized achievement of every student” (Elkins, 2004, 
p. 13) regardless of cultural, physical, social/emotional and behavioural differences.  
 
However, Armstrong, Armstrong and Spandagou (2010), hold that the more popular 
the term inclusion became, the less there is a shared understanding of what it means.  
It has become abundantly clear that the term inclusion means different things to 
different people.  Additionally, within the varying educational and bureaucratic 
contexts of the world, inclusion is “continuously being conceptualised and re-
conceptualised through the practice of policy makers, administrators, principals and 
teachers, and other professionals working in different national educational contexts” 
(Armstrong & Spandagou, 2009, p. 2) often giving ammunition to critics who 
emphasise these inherent ambiguities, possibly yearning for a return to earlier models 
of education for students who have a disability (Slee, 2011). 
 
One of the fundamental impacts on inclusion can be seen in the growth of enrolments 
of students with disabilities in ‘regular’ schools away from the historical special 
school placement.  Dempsey, Foreman, and Jenkinson (2002), in their study of the 
enrolment of students in both NSW and Victoria, found that the enrolment of students 
with disabilities attending a primary or secondary school with or without specialist 
support has grown significantly throughout the 1990s and beyond, although 
significant numbers of students with disabilities continue to be enrolled in special 
schools.   
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This trend is reflected in Queensland data (Department of Education and Training, 
2011); see Figure 1.1, which suggests that the number of students with a disability 
enrolling in regular schools has significantly increased while student enrolled in State 
special schools in Queensland reached a peak of 3506 students in 2010, having only 
marginally increased over time.  As a result there appears to be no decrease in special 
school enrolments.  The enrolment profile in Queensland special schools tends 
towards an emphasis on intellectual disabilities and multiple disabilities (Department 
of Education Training and Employment, 2012).   
 
 
 
Figure 1.1  
 
These data sets would suggest the inclusion of students with disabilities in primary 
and secondary schools has increased over the past two decades.  Queensland’s 
Department of Education and Training (DET) (2011) data indicates that in 2000 there 
were 12,912 students identified in Queensland State schools, including Special 
Schools, with a disability, and this figure has continued to rise.  In 2010, according to 
DET’s Annual Report (2011) it was reported that there were 22,822 students 
identified with a disability in State schooling in Queensland, an overall increase of 
approximately 76% in preceding ten years.  Arguments suggesting that the increase of 
students with a disability enrolled in the regular school have resulted from the 
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movement of students with a disability from a segregated setting is not supported by 
this data.  The proportion of students in segregated settings has remained stable over a 
number of years in comparison to the number of students with disabilities enrolled in 
primary or secondary schools.  A more likely explanation for this this increase in 
number of students with disabilities enrolled in primary and secondary schools is that 
this growth has resulted from increased community awareness of disability and the 
greater availability of Commonwealth disability funding, and that the students being 
identified were already enrolled in these schools (Dempsey, 2003b). 
 
This Queensland experience would suggest that not only have the incidences of 
disability increased over time, but there has also been a corresponding increase of 
children with disabilities enrolment in the primary school classroom.  This enrolment 
growth of students with disabilities in the primary school classroom is supported by 
the DET’s data in relation to the growth of Special Education Programs (SEPs).  
These are programs designed to support students with disabilities in state primary and 
secondary schools.  Prior to 2008, programs were identified by centre types such as 
Special Education Units (SEU) or Special Education Classes (SEC).  Figure 1.2 below 
illustrates and contrasts the development of SEPs across Queensland and the stability 
of special school numbers. 
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
Figure 1.2 
 
It should be noted in the above data that in 2010, three special schools were 
reclassified as special purpose schools (these were hospital schools and a school for 
students with significant behavioural difficulties).  This reduced the special school 
count by four.  This reclassification did not have any impact upon the service delivery 
or enrolments of the remaining 43 State special schools in Queensland. 
One consequence of this enrolment trend, a significant increase in the numbers of 
identified students with disabilities in schools, has been the dramatic impact upon the 
‘how’ and the ‘what’ of teachers’ work.  Classroom teachers who had previously little 
or no contact with students with disabilities in the primary classroom are now required 
to cater for the learning needs of these children in the same way that they have always 
been expected to deliver a learning program to children without disabilities. 
 
At present in Queensland, the Department of Education and Training is committed to 
parent choice.  The local school is the first point of contact for all students.  In 
Queensland, students with disabilities may receive the following: 
• placement in the primary/secondary school with specialist 
support (teacher aide, therapy) 
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• placement in the primary/secondary school with Advisory 
visiting teacher (AVT) support 
• placement in the primary school with a special education 
unit/class support 
• placement in a special school 
 
These placement points have evolved over time and are in a state of continued 
evolution reflecting trends in support of students with disabilities. 
 
Whilst inclusive schooling as an educational philosophy has existed for over two 
decades, the debate concerning its perceived educational value and underlying 
philosophy continues to exist among educational professionals both in the Queensland 
context and internationally.  In this regard Praisner (2003) found that, in the USA, 
only 1 in 5 school administrators surveyed a maintained positive attitude towards 
inclusion. The majority of respondents were uncertain as to whether schools could 
provide opportunities for children with disabilities.  This situation is also reflected in 
Queensland, where there exists a great diversity among principals with regard to their 
beliefs concerning the benefits and value of inclusion (Keeffe, 2004).  Such diversity 
of opinion among school leaders may be one of the causes why many educational 
systems have failed to imbed inclusive practices in the classroom and have been 
criticised as not being authentically inclusive (Slee, 2007). 
 
1.1.2 Anti-discrimination laws 
 
In the early 1990s, all Australian States and Territories as well as the Commonwealth 
had adopted a range of equal opportunity legislation to protect the rights of 
disadvantaged groups.  Students with disabilities were included within the scope of 
the Acts.  The provision of State/Territory statutes (which purport to extend the 
coverage of the Federal Act), correspond with Federal law, which has overriding 
power over the various States’ and Territories’ legislation, but only to the extent of the 
inconsistencies between the Acts.  The legislative scheme also established in each 
State/Territory an Anti-Discrimination Tribunals/Commissions/Boards, whose role it 
is to administer the relevant Act and to promote anti-discrimination policies and 
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practices throughout the relevant jurisdictions.  In addition to these roles, the various 
bodies also have a role in receiving complaints of discrimination, investigating 
complaints and conciliating complaints where appropriate.  
 
Specifically, the Federal Parliament passed the Commonwealth Disability 
Discrimination Act (DDA) in 1992 with the objective of eliminating discrimination 
against people with a disability in the areas of, among others: 
• Education 
• Employment 
• Accommodation 
• Access to buildings, clubs etc. 
• Provision of goods and services. 
 
The various state education authorities have attempted to meet the requirements of the 
anti-discrimination legislation scheme by providing a range of educational options for 
students with disabilities and, as well, supporting parents’ rights to choose the 
educational setting for their child.  Despite the operation of Queensland’s anti-
discrimination legislation (Anti-Discrimination Act 1991) and the Commonwealth’s 
corresponding Disability Discrimination legislation (Disability Discrimination Act 
1992), students with disabilities are continuing to experience discrimination in regards 
to the provision of educational services (see for example,(Bailey & du Plessis, 1997; 
Flynn, 1997; Lindsay & Keeffe-Martin, 2002; Mann, 2011; National People with 
Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009).  This trend is also illustrated by Table 1.1, in 
the numbers of complaints received by the various State/Territory/Federal Anti-
Discrimination Tribunals/Commissions/Boards.  Whilst the number of complaints to 
the State bodies under the State legislation appears to be stable over time, the numbers 
of complaints to the Australian Human Rights Commission under the Disability 
Discrimination Act (1992) show significant increases over time.  
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Jurisdiction 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 
DDA 90 102 90 137 149 191 207 
QLD * * * * 17 8 12 
NSW 14 8 12 13 9 21 11 
VIC 55 49 42 37 35 28 34 
SA * * * * 7 4 7 
WA * * 3 2 5 4 9 
TAS * * * * * * * 
ACT 6 * 3 * * * * 
NT 1 2 3 0 1 3 1 
 
*-Data unavailable at the time of compilation 
The DDA figure represents all registered complaints at both the Federal and State levels under the 
Disability Discrimination Act.  Complaints received under State and Territory legislation are also 
listed.   
 
Table 1.1 
Formal Complaints of Discrimination in Education on the Grounds of Disability or Impairment 
 
In her Australian research involving the analysis of perceptions of key stakeholders in 
relation to the operation of the Commonwealth anti-discrimination scheme, Flynn 
(1997) found that opinion among parents and students varied widely in relation to 
inclusive options.  She found that groups of parents wanted all special schools closed, 
although there was a significant percentage who believed that a special school option 
should remain.  Flynn suggested that this was particularly true for those parents and 
children who had negative experiences within the school setting.  This wide range of 
parental opinion was reflected in a more recent study by Elkins, van Kraayenoord and 
Jobling (2003) where 50% of parents of children with disabilities favoured segregated  
special classes within primary schools for their child despite the substantial 
recognition of the benefits of inclusion by these same parents. 
 
Case law, see for example Purvis v New South Wales (Department of Education and 
Training); Hurst and Devlin v Education Queensland; Clarke v Catholic Education 
Office & Anor; Travers v State of NSW; and Murphy and Grahl v The State of NSW 
would suggest that schools are experiencing difficulties in relation to inclusion and 
providing for the needs of both the student with disabilities and their parents.  The 
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enrolment process, managing challenging behaviours and the provision of appropriate 
educational programs appear to pose considerable difficulties for schools. 
 
1.1.3 Parental experience 
 
In the quest to implement inclusion of students with disabilities much emphasis has 
been placed on school administrators, teachers and specialist teachers.  Less emphasis 
has been placed on parents and their perception of inclusion of their children (Mann, 
2011).  Soodak (2004) emphasised the need for schools to create an empowering 
context for parents of children with disabilities and professionals.  Unlike traditional 
discourses between teachers and parents, such as twice yearly inquiries about 
student’s academic and social progress, parents of children with disabilities may need 
regular and frequent consultations due to the inherent complexities of inclusion of 
their child.  Where the academic and social success of students is usually well 
monitored, parents’ views throughout the process has been neglected to be included in 
these evaluations.  The need for ongoing evaluation of the inclusionary process is also 
important for another reason:  Soodak (2004) argued that parents’ perspectives are 
likely to change over time; parents may become disillusioned as a result of negative 
experiences only to be encouraged by the opposite. 
 
Up until the social justice model gained ascendancy parents of children with 
disabilities were generally informed as opposed to consulted in matters pertaining to 
their children’s educational pathways.  Educational policy makers have seen little 
need to - nor reason for - exploring the important topic of parents’ different ways of 
understanding the complexities generated by inclusion.  While the growing body of 
work on inclusion to date focuses on the mechanics of implementation, little or no 
empirical research has emerged on parent perceptions and overall assessment of 
inclusion, apart from the Queensland Parents for People with a Disability (QPPD) 
report (Mann, 2011).  However this report did not consider discriminatory practices as 
part of its research.  The key findings from this report are discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
This study seeks to redress this anomaly.  It is important to remember that parents 
should be treated as individuals, just like their children.  Each parent has a unique 
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view of his or her child.  Administrators and teachers must understand the parent’s 
perspective, but “this is difficult to do if the parent is pitied or patronized” (Henley, 
Ramsey, & Algozzine, 2006, p. 384). 
 
This study further seeks to build on existing examination of parents’ perception of the 
inclusion model.  Yet the study is not limited to empirical evidence and surveys of 
parents’ experiences alone.  Rather, and importantly, it examines these issues in light 
of existing anti-Discrimination legislation.  This departure is pivotal to an 
understanding of legalistic coercion on the one hand and evolving cultural norms on 
the other. 
 
Queensland’s anti-discrimination legislation is wide ranging and students with 
disabilities and their parents have gained a voice through this legislation.  Inclusion 
was not spawned from this legal framework; the theoretical framework was already in 
place; yet legislation arguably sped up the process of universal acceptance (Waldeck 
& Guthrie, 2004).  However, like all legislation, anti-discrimination legislation is open 
to interpretation by different individuals for different purposes and the spirit of the 
legislation continues to be resisted at many levels (Dempsey, 2003b).  It is the 
perceptions and experiences of parents of children with disabilities that provide a lens 
through which the ‘successes’ and ‘failures’ in relation to the achievements of anti-
discrimination legislation can be judged. 
 
1.2 Significance of the study 
 
In Queensland the reform process in relation to inclusive education has significant 
implications for all stakeholders, none more so than for the children with disabilities 
and their parents.  It is common in educational reforms of this nature that the reform is 
done to the student and parents and what is lost is that the reform is being undertaken 
for the student. 
In most cases the voice of the parents are lost (Hess, Molina, & Kozleski, 2006) amid 
the reform process.  Many participants reported feeling that the reform is imposed 
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upon them rather than the participants acting as partners to the reform agenda 
(Ainscow, Booth, & Dyson, 2004; Bourke & Carrington, 2007). 
A review of the literature relating to inclusion education reveals that there exists little 
research into the experiences of parents of children with disabilities (Pijl, Frostad, & 
Flem, 2008) and how these experiences may/may not have implications in relation to 
anti-discrimination legislation.  Flynn’s (1997) study into the experiences of both 
parents/caregivers and students with disabilities in relation to schooling in Australia is 
unique because it is the only one of its type that focuses on the experiences of the 
parents in light of anti-discrimination legislation.  The study, carried out on behalf of 
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), involved focus 
groups, questionnaires and phone-in research methods.  The research gathered data 
from 784 participants and included parents and caregivers of students with disabilities 
as well as students.   
 
As a result of the research, Flynn (1997) detailed a series of recommendations 
including the explicit requirement that principals ensure “meetings between staff and 
parents are conducted in a co-operative way” (p.46).  Further, she recommended that 
principals ensure that interpreters are made available if required, as well as ensuring 
parents are fully informed regarding funding allocations.  This is by no means an 
exhaustive list of the recommendations made by Flynn (p.45-50). 
 
The present study is significant for the following reasons; it addresses the need to 
provide an analysis of parent’s perceptions of practices within schools 20 years after 
the adoption of anti-discrimination legislation by the Commonwealth of Australia and 
all Australian States and 15 year after Flynn’s . 
• It provides a new perspective with relation to the experiences of students and 
their parents in the educational process. 
• It informs policy makers at school, district and state levels with relation to the 
provision of educational services to students with disabilities. 
• It builds upon the empirical evidence of experiences of parents and students 
with disabilities in Australia, especially with a Queensland focus. 
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Further research into how parents perceive the effectiveness of inclusive practices was 
supported by the Queensland Ministerial Taskforce on Inclusive Education 
(Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2004b), which recommended that 
the Minister of Education establish a rigorous research program to explore inclusive 
practices within schools.  Furthermore, the Senate report by the Employment, 
Workplace Relations and Education Reference Committee (2002) concluded that 
there existed considerable scope for well-founded research into the effects of inclusive 
practices for students with disabilities. 
 
This study, focusing on the experiences of parents of children with disabilities within 
the primary school, contributes to the body of work in relation to inclusion and the 
practices of schools in Queensland. 
 
1.3 Rationale for design 
 
The focus for the design of this study is to investigate the schooling experiences of 
children have a disability through their parents’ eyes and examine these experiences 
in light of the anti-discrimination legislation.   
 
In order to achieve the outcomes of this study, an exploratory design adopting a mixed 
methodology was utilised in which qualitative and quantitative data was sought.  
Morse (2003) suggests that such an approach is useful for three reasons: 
• enables the researcher to broaden the dimensions and scope of the 
project; 
• to elaborate or develop analysis, providing richer detail; and 
• hastens understanding to achieve research goals through the 
combining and refining of research findings. 
 
Creswell and Clarke (2007) suggest that a mixed method approach provides an 
opportunity to expand the scope of a study through the use of various methods in 
different components.  This study achieves this through the consideration of both 
qualitative and quantitative data collected through a parent questionnaire and focus 
groups. 
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The research project consists of three distinct yet complementary phases; 
Phase 1- Parent Questionnaire development and pilot focus group 
Phase 2- Administration of questionnaire 
Phase 3- Parent focus groups. 
 
Phase 1- Parent questionnaire development and pilot  
A pilot study was utilized to test the validity of the main data collection tool, a parent 
questionnaire.  This pilot study, as recommended by Fowler (2009), consisting of a 
focus group of parents, examined the participants’ understanding of the questions and 
was used to provide guidance on structuring the questionnaire. 
 
Phase 2- Administration of the questionnaire 
A total of nine sites were chosen to be part of this study- three Special Education 
Units (SEU) within primary State schools from three different education regions in 
Queensland’s South East corner were selected as sample sites for this research 
program.  The parents of children enrolled within these three SEUs were involved in 
the study through their response to a mailed Parent Questionnaire either during the 
pilot study or through the general data collection phase, or through their later 
involvement in one of two focus groups. 
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Phase 3- Focus groups 
Two focus groups were conducted involving parents of children with disabilities who 
had self-identified as part of the parent questionnaire process.  In total six parents 
were involved in the focus group activity.   
 
In addition, data relating to the number of Queensland students who have been 
identified as having a disability and their educational programs were collected from 
Education Queensland, the Queensland Teachers Union and from advocacy groups for 
students with disabilities.  Data from the federal and various state anti-discrimination 
tribunals/equal opportunity commissions were also collected.  This statistical data was 
considered in providing a picture of the frequency of complaints and types of 
complaints in relation to disability discrimination within an educational setting. 
 
 
1.4 Research questions 
 
The broad objective of this study was to identify the experiences of parents of 
children with disabilities in relation to the educational practices adopted in schools 
and to examine these experiences in regards to Anti-discrimination legislation.  The 
study sought to highlight the tensions, issues and dilemmas that exist for parents of 
children with disabilities in relation to inclusion and make recommendations for 
schools to provide a platform to recognise and address the tensions that exist.  
 
From this broad objective, the following research questions were developed for the 
study: 
 
RQ1:  What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in 
primary schools in relation to inclusive education? 
 
RQ2:  What are the implications of these experiences in relation to anti- 
discrimination legislation and the school? 
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1.5 Outline of the thesis 
 
Chapter One introduces the issues on which this study focuses; inclusion, anti-
discrimination legislation and the experience of parents of children with disabilities 
within the primary school setting.  The need and significance of this study is also 
described.  The significance of Australia’s anti-discrimination legislation is discussed 
to illustrate the legal framework which underpins inclusive practice in Australia.  
Finally, the research questions on which the project is based are identified. 
 
Chapter Two provides a review of the literature related to inclusion, its historical 
evolution from segregation and integration and examines the related models and 
theories.  The importance of the role of the school and the school administrator for the 
acceptance of inclusion and students with disabilities is explored.  The role of the 
parent as a partner in the education of children with disabilities is examined.  Chapter 
Two also explores Anti-Discrimination legislation within Australia and provides a 
discussion of a number of key legal cases which illustrate the operation and 
implications of the legislation.  This Chapter also focuses on the development of a 
conceptual model for this study and the various discourses, such as policy, efficacy 
and human rights that underpin inclusion.  
 
Chapter Three contains an outline of the research design, the theoretical framework 
and methodology adopted for this study.  The sample and population are identified as 
well as a discussion of the qualitative and quantitative methodologies utilised.  A 
description of the data collection methods, including the development of the pilot 
study, revision and implementation of the parent questionnaire and the validation 
focus groups are provided.  In addition, this Chapter discusses a plan for analysing the 
data and considers ethics and consent issues. 
 
Chapter Four provides an analysis of the data collected from Phase 2- Parent 
Questionnaire and describes the findings from this tool.  Both qualitative and 
quantitative data are examined and presented in response to the Research Questions. 
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Chapter Five provides an analysis of the data gathered through Phase 3- Focus 
Groups.  This Chapter explores how this data validates the research findings from 
Phase 1 of the study.  Data is reported under categories and sub-categories. 
 
Chapter Six presents a discussion of the findings of this study.  An overview of the 
research program is provided and the main findings of the research are discussed.  A 
discussion of the findings in relation to anti-discrimination legislation is undertaken.  
Implications for inclusive education theory and anti-discrimination legislation are 
discussed. 
 
Chapter Seven provides a summary of the conclusions drawn from the data.  This 
Chapter concludes with a series of recommendations for the school administrator in 
relation to the establishment of effective relationships between the home and school to 
ensure discrimination does not occur within the school.   
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Chapter Two 
Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
The literature on parents experiences with inclusion and discriminatory practices in 
schools reveals that there are various philosophies/theories and practices of inclusive 
education that underpin these experiences.  This chapter begins by reviewing the 
literature on the historical development of inclusion as an avenue of understanding the 
experiences of parents of children with disabilities.  This chapter examines the theory 
and practices in relation to the inclusion of students with disabilities in regular schools 
and classrooms and its objectives within a legislative framework, as well as how the 
concept of inclusion has impacted upon the education landscape.  The final section of 
this chapter outlines the conceptual framework and revisits the research questions 
around which the study is based. 
 
2.2 Segregation, integration and inclusion- A background 
 
Inclusion has developed as a historical movement, a political force which has emerged 
from both segregation of students with disabilities and the integration movement.  The 
historical use of the following terms; ignoring, segregation, integration and inclusion 
have been developed from academic debate regarding the history of disability 
education (Duke, 2009).  Figure 2.1 illustrates the periods of historical development 
of inclusive education and adapts Osgood’s (2005) corresponding timeline to describe 
the stages of development for the education of students with disabilities. 
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Figure 2.1 
Periods of historical development of inclusive education (Duke, 2009) 
 
Previous decades (1980’s-1990’s) have seen the philosophy and practice of inclusion 
become entrenched into educational systems across the Western world as the main 
policy objective in the education of students with disabilities.  The inclusion 
movement has created much controversy in the field of education, particularly with 
special educators.  This is because inclusion challenges policy and practice in the 
special education field.  The trend towards the inclusion of students with disabilities 
was conceived from the international debate regarding integration and mainstreaming 
and the legal challenges by parent groups regarding segregated education in the 
United States during the early 1970s (Henderson, 1993).   
 
In Australia, the special education experience has developed from successive 
government policies of public education for all, including children with disabilities to 
a policy of ‘normalisation’, which promoted full community participation for students 
with disabilities.   Normalisation emphasised the belief that people with disabilities 
should have access to normal socialisation experiences of the society in which they 
live.  This concept implied the placement of people with disabilities within 
mainstream life (Bailey & du Plessis, 1997). 
 
2.2.1 Segregation 
 
Osgood (2005) suggests the roots of segregation of children with disabilities grew out 
of the influence of medical and ecclesiastical figures of the seventeenth century who 
were responsible for the labelling and treating of groups of individuals who were 
considered different in any way.  This identification was not limited only to disability 
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but also race and poverty.  Treatment of many of the identified groups at this time 
were grounded in “fear, suspicion, contempt and cruelty” (Osgood, 2005, p. 18).  
 
As advancements in medical research progressed, individuals in the 1800s with 
disabilities were diagnosed with particular conditions and were prescribed various 
treatments.  The doctor and scientist replaced the religious orders as custodians of the 
disabled.  The language of disability, ‘retardation’, ‘idiot’ and ‘imbecile’ grew from 
this widely held medical model of disability during this time.  Philippe Pinel (1745-
1826), a French doctor, developed his treatise on insanity(Pinel, 1806).  He outlined 
what he believed were five separate categories of mental illness.  They were; 
- Melancholia or delirium 
- Mania with delirium 
- Mania without delirium 
- Dementia or the abolition of the thinking faculty; and 
- Idiotism or the obliteration of the intellectual faculty and affections.  
He suggested that a disorder of the brain may originate in a variety of causes and 
outlined possible treatments for these disorders.  In regards to the treatment of 
‘ideotism’, Pinel (1806, p. 203) writes 
 Such are the characteristics of idiotism.  Humane attention to their physical 
 wants and comforts is in general, the utmost that can be devised for these  
 unfortunate beings… The natural indolence and stupidity of ideots, might 
 in some degree be obviated, by engaging them in manual occupations, suitable  
 to their respective capacities. 
 
 
In 1837, Edouard Seguin established the first private school for children with an 
intellectual disability in Paris.  In 1867, the United Kingdom Parliament passed the 
Metropolitan Poor Act (1867).  The purpose of the act was, 
An Act for the establishment in the metropolis of asylums for the sick, insane, 
and other classes of the poor, and of dispensaries; and for the distribution 
over the metropolis of portions of the charge for poor relief; and for other 
purposes relating to poor relief in the metropolis.  
 
This act declared that those individuals who ‘suffered’ from a disability should no 
longer be the responsibility of the workhouse.  With this Act, the segregation of the 
abled bodied from the disabled became entrenched in law.  The Poor Act was 
followed in 1886 with the Idiots Act (UK) which was designed to provide for the care, 
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education and training of ‘idiots and imbeciles’.  The Act distinguished between 
‘idiots and imbeciles’ and ‘lunatics’ in determining the entry into educational 
establishments and it also defined the care provisions for such persons. The Idiots Act 
was repealed in 1913 by the Mental Deficiency Act which introduced two further 
classifications for disabled people, ‘feeble-minded’ and ‘moral defectives’.  
 
In 1893 the Elementary Education (Blind and Deaf Children) Act enabled the 
provision of special schooling for blind and deaf children.  Slee (2011, p. 12) suggests 
that the segregation of students with disabilities into special schooling grew from the 
demands of parents of disabled children for some form of education for their children 
and the dominant psychological and medical knowledge about disabled children along 
with eugenic imperatives. 
 
The 1893 Act was followed by the 1899 Elementary Education (Defective and 
Epileptic Children) Act.  Section 1 of the Act stated,  
A school authority …may …make such arrangements …for ascertaining (a) 
what children in their district, not being imbecile, and not being merely dull or 
backward, are defective, that is to say, what children by reason of mental or 
physical defect are incapable of receiving proper benefit from...instruction in 
the ordinary …schools. 
 
The language of the various Acts of Parliament and by the prevailing schools of 
thought at this time, was strongly based upon the medical model when referring to 
disability (Osgood, 2005; Thomas & Loxley, 2007).   
 
Borsay (2004) suggests that since the 1800’s human worth was determined by an 
individual’s work value.  The disabled were segregated from the abled bodied and 
institutionalised both as a perceived humane response to their needs and because they 
were marginal to the labour market.  The predominance of economic rationality 
excluded the disabled from the freedoms enjoyed through full citizenship and social 
rights.  Segregation of the disabled from the workhouse, from schooling and from 
society in general was codified through the various Acts of Parliament and thus 
sanctioned the individual medical and negative views of disability.  This formalisation 
of segregation resulted in the emergence of the field of special education in the 1900s 
which developed in response to this social trend of exclusion (Osgood, 2005).  Special 
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education is defined by Carrington and Macarthur (2012) as involving a separate 
curriculum, instructional strategies and locations for children who are considered 
different, disabled or special.  Whilst special education as a field developed in 
response to the desire to address the specific needs of the student with a disability, this 
segregation of students further isolated students and resulted in institutionalising 
notions of difference and deficiency (Slee, 2011).  
2.2.2 Integration and mainstreaming 
 
The principle of ‘mainstreaming’ as it developed originally in the United States in the 
1980s had, as its premise, that a person with a disability should, to the greatest 
possible extent, be able to be integrated into the mainstream of society ("Dalla Costa 
v the ACT Department of Health," 1994).  The traditionally held notions of exclusion 
and segregation of students with disabilities were challenged both from a human 
rights perspective and from a notion of effectiveness of traditional special educational 
modes of delivery.  Mainstreaming of students with disabilities developed in response 
to this reconsideration.  Mainstreaming implied that the regular or ‘mainstream’ 
classroom or school was the appropriate place for students and where those previously 
excluded should be placed (Carrington & Macarthur, 2012).  However this practice of 
switching students from their special schools to regular classrooms without addressing 
the need for differentiated instruction or school cultures simply resulted in a change of 
place rather than the desired shift in educational and citizenship opportunities (Booth, 
1996).    
 
This goal for mainstreaming to address not simply placement of students with 
disabilities but to also result in the enhanced educational and citizenship outcomes for 
these students saw the development of integration.  Integration was utilised to refer to 
the type of setting in which a student was ‘placed’, be it a mainstream class, specialist 
unit or special school generally with specialist support and assistance (Farrell, 2001).  
It is generally accepted that integration can be described as the process of moving 
children from special education settings into regular classrooms where they undertake 
most, if not all of their schooling (Ashman & Elkins, 1998).  The key difference 
between mainstreaming and integration was that integration tended to be concerned 
with the special education needs of the student and the emphasis was placed upon the 
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learner becoming ready for the accommodation of the mainstream school.  Whilst it 
was an educational response to the rights movement and the inclusion of children with 
disabilities within the school, it had little regard to the rights of the child.  It did little 
to challenge existing notions of disability and the underpinnings of the medical model, 
the re-conceptualisation of special education was restricted to the remodelling of 
modes of delivery of special educational services, children with disabilities who could 
be catered for within the primary school were and those who could not were 
segregated from the school within special schools or units. 
 
2.2.3 Inclusion 
 
The notion of human rights underpins the inclusive education movement.  It is an 
attempt to “insinuate a democratic discourse and approach within educational 
decision-making” (Slee, 2010. p. 110).  Mittler (2000), suggests that it is a basic right 
for all children to attend a mainstream school and to be fully included in its academic 
and social processes.  Any form of segregation, regardless of its rationale, may be 
seen as a potential threat to this basic right.  Farrell (2001) argues that the UK-based 
Centre for Studies in Inclusive Education (CSIE) has pursued this argument for a 
number of years.  He argues, however, that inclusion based solely on rights is 
fundamentally naïve.  Both he and Low (1997) contend that the basic right for 
students is an entitlement to a ‘good education’.  Such an approach would also allow 
parents who want their child to attend a special school to have their rights recognised. 
 
The principle of inclusion, triggered by the human rights movement, as a goal for 
society and the education systems was adopted by the United Nations General 
Assembly in 1993 in the introduction to “The Standard Rules on the Equalization of 
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities”: 
24. Equalization of opportunity means the process through which the various 
systems of society and the environment, such as services, activities, 
information and documentation, are made available to all, particularly to 
persons with disabilities. 
26. Persons with disabilities are members of society and have the right to 
      remain within their local communities.  They should receive the support  
      they need within the ordinary structures of education, health, employment  
      and social services. 
    (United Nations General Assembly, 1993) 
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The United Nations’ Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) called for governments 
to give inclusive education the “highest budgetary and policy priority and to adopt, in 
law and/or policy, the principles of inclusive education” (Loreman, 2000).  Ainscow 
(1999) describes the Statement as “arguably the most significant document that has 
ever appeared in the disabilities field”(p.74). 
 
Paragraph 2 of the Statement is seen as the key statement in relation to the basis of 
inclusion (Ainscow, 1999).  This paragraph consists of five (5) clauses (p.8): 
 
• Every child has a fundamental right to education and must be given the 
opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level. 
• Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs. 
• Education systems should be designed and educational programmes 
implemented to take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics 
and needs. 
• Those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools 
which should accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of 
meeting these needs. 
• Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective measures 
of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, 
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all; moreover, they 
provide an effective education to the majority of children and improve 
efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system. 
 
Lindsay (2003) questions the definition of regular within the Salamanca Statement, 
and poses the question ‘what is a regular school?’  He suggests that factors such as 
size; nature of amenities; secular or religious; pupil catchments; levels of achievement 
and rates of attendance need to be addressed and also whether regular may suggest 
non-special which ignores special schools that partner primary/high schools and those 
schools with designated special facilities and programs.  Lindsay (2003) suggests that 
the Salamanca Statement is, however, based on a combination of a view of children’s 
rights and moral imperatives for action.  Slee (2011) also questions the completeness 
of the Statement.  He acknowledges that the Statement is wanting in relation to the 
provision of details of the kinds of reforms required for schooling to become more 
inclusive.  Norwich (2008a) illustrates this point, 
 
 Though the Salamanca Statement about inclusive education makes strong  
 statements about inclusive schooling, it only asserts the fundamental right to  
 education, not to an inclusive education.(p.20) 
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The ideology of inclusion is supported by a body of research that suggests that the 
segregated placement of students with disabilities is in fact restrictive in regards to the 
students’ social and academic development (Ainscow, 1991; Gartner & Lipsky, 
1987).  According to Dempsey (2001): 
…all the special education policies of the states and territories in Australia 
recognise the ability of every student to learn, they recognise the need to focus 
on students’ strengths and needs, not just on their weaknesses, and they 
recognise that instruction must be individualised to the extent necessary for 
the educational experiences to be positive for the student.(p.47) 
 
Inclusion, as a philosophy and practice, can be difficult to define (Fuch & Fuchs, 
1994).  Clough and Corbett (2000) maintain that the term inclusive education has 
developed many different definitions and suggest that inclusion is not a single 
concept, but a sum of various viewpoints and approaches that can be seen in a range 
of practices.  Bailey and du Plessis (1997) suggest that at a philosophical level, the 
concept of inclusion encompasses notions of equality of opportunity, as well as full 
participation and may extend to include the elimination of socially constructed labels 
and categories. 
 
The defining of inclusion as a practice, rather than a theory or philosophy was 
addressed by Bennett, Deluca and Bruns (1997), who argue that the focus was upon 
serving students with a full range of abilities and disabilities in the general education 
classroom, with appropriate in-class support.  This definition promotes the 
mainstream classroom placement and support as the goal of inclusion.  It does, 
however, encapsulate to some extent the belief that children should learn in an 
environment similar to the one in which they live (Florian, 1997).   
 
A broader definition again is provided by Phillips, Sapona and Lubric (1995) whereby 
inclusion means creating learning communities that appreciate and respond to the 
diverse needs of its members.  This broader definition of inclusion places the needs of 
the learner, rather than a particular program, as central to the debate.  This argument 
of inclusion as needs-based is taken up by a number of authors who argue that 
inclusion should be seen as a continual process and should not be viewed as just a 
change of state or a goal within itself (Ainscow, Farrell, Tweddle, & Malki, 1999). 
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Perhaps a more useful distinction between the various definitions of inclusion is 
provided by Armstrong, Armstrong and Spandagou (2011) and Ainscow et. al. (2006). 
These writers make a distinction between the narrow definitions and the broad 
definitions of inclusion.  Narrow definitions of inclusion are those that refer to 
inclusion as the promotion of specific groups of students, in the case of this research, 
students with disabilities in mainstream or regular educational settings.  Broad 
definitions on the other hand do not specifically focus on any group or category of 
student, but rather on how schools respond to the diversity of all students.    
 
Whilst it is acknowledged that there are more recent definitions of inclusion, this 
thesis adopts a definition of inclusion as argued by Arthur (1994) that inclusion is a 
deliberate and systematic process which is responsive to the learning needs of the 
individual, which when pursued in a thoughtful, organised manner has a positive 
impact on the learner’s success (Giangreco, Baumgart, & Doyle, 1995).  Sebba and 
Ainscow (1996) provide perhaps an equally useful definition of inclusion, which 
involves a focus on three key criteria:   
1) Inclusion is a process rather than a state; 
2) The process of exclusion is informative, in that it provides insights into the 
values and beliefs of those excluding children with disabilities, and    
3) Attention should be focused on the reconstruction of curricular in order to 
individualise teacher’s work. 
 
It is argued however that inclusion has taken a direction that has resulted in the re-
badging of special education as inclusive education (Bourke, 2010; Slee, 2006) in 
policy and educational practice rather than an interrogation of existing educational 
structures and how they contribute to the classification of “descending order of human 
value” (Slee, 2006, p. 112).  This view of a morphed’\ inclusive education reform was 
addressed by Baker (2002, p. 663) who suggested that rather than tackling the 
fundamental paradigms of difference, disability and exclusion a new ‘eugenics’ has 
developed which continues to categorise and segregate students. 
 
Inclusivity should involve the development of new structures and practices rather than 
a simple restructuring of traditional special education practices or redistribution of 
resources (Clarke, Dyson, Millward, & Robson, 1999; Slee, 2001).  Slee (2001) 
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suggests that, in our acceptance of existing schooling structures and what constitutes 
schooling, inclusion is reduced to a conglomerate of policies and resources to expedite 
a process of absorption of children with disabilities, both at a political level and in 
practice. 
 
2.3 Theories for inclusion 
 
One of the difficulties of defining inclusion is that a number of theoretical 
perspectives contribute to research in this area.  Moss (2003) suggests these 
perspectives consist of a psycho-medical model of disability; a traditional model of 
discourse in the special education field and include the more recent approaches of 
sociology; curriculum development, school improvement theory and critiques of 
disabilities studies (Clough & Corbett, 2000).  The latter perspectives provide a 
critique of special education and present an alternative to the traditional discourses of 
inclusive education.  Notions of the social construction of disability and social 
marginalisation, class struggle and postmodernist perspectives have all been identified 
as competing perspectives on disability and inclusion (Slee, 2011). 
 
Much of the progress of inclusive schooling has been undermined by insufficient or 
inappropriate theorisation of inclusion.  Slee (2011) suggests that it is difficult for 
researchers to determine a point of origin for the purpose of categorising inclusive 
education perspectives and theory, rather an examination of “clusters of influence” (p. 
62) that have contributed to the development of the field is required.  An examination 
of the underlying perspectives/theories of disability is therefore necessary. 
 
2.3.1 Medical model of disability 
 
As previously discussed, traditionally disability has been viewed through the lens of a 
medical model in which disability was seen as a deficit that had to be addressed 
through intervention.  Bailey (1998) describes the medical model as follows: 
 In terms of medicine, the medical model appears to be a professional  
orientation which is highly focused on pathology, not normalcy, on sickness, 
not wellbeing, on the nature and aetiology of the presenting problem itself, not 
on the individual who has the problem…(p.15) 
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This model of disability saw a person’s functional limitations (impairments) as the 
root cause of any disadvantages they may experience and these disadvantages could 
be addressed through a course of treatment or cure.  Perhaps the greatest criticism of 
the medical model is that it ignores the social or ecosystems that surround the 
individual with a disability.  Holden (1990) suggests that this model adopts a 
dehumanising approach in its use of diagnostic labels, which allows the disease to be 
approached in the traditional medical manner.   
 
The medical model can be interpreted as having two elements; the first element 
consisted of the medical profession rather than educationist controlling the schooling 
systems. They (medical practitioners) were generally presented as the key 
stakeholders, disregarding the multiple voices of parents, children, social workers and 
teachers, and most importantly, the disabled students themselves.  The medical 
practitioners were seen as the expert and there existed very little opportunity for the 
questioning of diagnosis and prescribed cures. 
 
The second element of the medical model was the presentation of the ‘within child’ 
factors, which tended to stress the impairment and ignored the social factors of the 
disability (Lindsay, 2003).  Lindsay (2003) and Bailey (1998) maintain however, that 
not all within child factors can or should be ignored.  Bailey (1998) suggests that a 
more appropriate model should consist of a merger of both the medical and social 
models and in this regard argues: 
 The refusal to be involved in ‘narrow and reductionist’ views of our clients 
 must be endorsed wholeheartedly so that we see the whole person and so that 
 our services will be: integrated, not fragmented; holistic, not atomistic;  
healthy, not pathological; and enabling not disabling. (p.53) 
 
Oliver (1990) suggests that the medical model is inappropriately titled and that it does 
not exist.  Rather, he argues that there is an individual model of disability of which 
medicalisation is but one component.  As with the medical model, the individual 
model locates the problem disability solely within the individual and it sees the cause 
of this disability as deriving from the limitations which are assumed to arise from the 
disability.  The development of the social model of disability (2.3.2), Oliver (1990) 
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argues, is in essence a rejection of the assumptions of disability.  It does not therefore 
attempt to deny the problems associated with a disability but locates these problems 
with society.   
It is not individual limitations, of whatever kind, which are the cause of the 
problem but society's failure to provide appropriate services and adequately 
ensure the needs of disabled people are fully taken into account in its social 
organisation. Further, the consequences of this failure does not simply and 
randomly fall on individuals but systematically upon disabled people as a 
group who experience this failure as discrimination institutionalized 
throughout society. (p.2) 
 
2.3.2 Social model of disability 
 
A social model of disability has developed over the past twenty years, promotes 
disability as being a product of essentially a social process.  A social model of 
disability cannot be seen as one particular notion, rather as Slee (2011) suggests, a 
social model can been seen as a distinct cluster of influences, concepts, ideas and 
processes.  These processes include factors such as: the social use of discourses from 
which the labels and categories of disabilities are constructed (Corbett, 1996), the 
functioning of schools and education systems as social institutions (Ainscow, 1991, 
1995; Fulcher, 1989) and socially constructed thinking, by which groups are 
advantaged or disadvantaged (Clarke, Dyson, & Millward, 1998).  Significantly, the 
social model suggests that the disability of the learner cannot be understood simply in 
terms of the characteristics of the individual.  The proponents of a social model see 
disability not as something to do with the individual, but rather as something to do 
with society (Finklestein, 1975).  The distinction is made between disability and 
impairment.  An impairment is the functional limitation within an individual caused 
by physical, sensory or mental impairment.  A disability on the other hand is the loss 
or limitation of an opportunity to participate in the normal life of the community on an 
equal level with others due to social or physical barriers (Disabled Peoples' 
International, 2010). 
 
Such a model of disability represented a paradigm shift in the thinking surrounding 
disability: and has focussed the attention of society upon the power relationships and 
the discriminatory practices embedded within daily lives.  For Oliver (1996, p.50), the 
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“social model of disability is concerned with the personal and collective experiences 
of disabling social barriers and how its application might influence professional 
practice and shape political action”.  Slee (1996) suggests that inclusion, without 
questioning the disabling educational structures and cultures, places students with 
disabilities at a very real risk of being excluded within mainstream/regular classes.  
The debate among researchers appears to cover the spectrum of approaches and 
methods for including students who have disabilities.  Some writers (Jackson, 
Chalmer, & Wills, 2004) believe that all students should be within the same classroom 
at the same time regardless of their disability.  In addition they should be subjected to 
the same school and class rules as their non-disabled peers, although it is 
acknowledged that it may take some children with disabilities more time and focus to 
learn these rules.  This creates a paradox for those critical of this view.  If the 
argument for inclusion is really a rights-based argument, then, as Wilson (1999) 
argues if it is important to play music or do some mathematics at a high level, many 
pupils will automatically be excluded.  There are educational experiences in which 
everyone can join, although they seem to be frequently designed so as to make 
students feel included and reject external criteria of success (Wilson, 1999).  This 
reveals the ongoing tension between education systems that attempt to balance the 
ideals of inclusive education, yet are subject to external assessment regimes and 
‘league tables’.  For the advocates for full inclusion, the idea that children may engage 
in different, but equally-valued activities, is not sufficient to satisfy their 
understanding of inclusion.   
 
Forbes (2007) suggests that the current Australian view of inclusion is restricted to 
that of a place where all students belong, are accepted and where the needs of the 
individual student are met by peers and the community.  She criticises this view and 
describes it as ‘utopian’ without the corresponding need to examine processes and 
learning environments needed to achieve educational outcomes for all children.  It is 
as Slee (2011) maintains, a ‘rights issue’.  It is a political position that challenges the 
traditional approaches of education which attach an ascending or descending value on 
children.  Allan (2005, p. 293) argues this point and suggests that inclusive education 
in not a project or programme that should be done on a specific population of 
 Chapter 2 Literature Review 34 
children, rather it should be seen as something that we should do on ourselves- to 
examine the world in which we exist. 
 
Despite the movement away from the traditional medical paradigm towards a 
right/social justice approach, it would appear that not all voices are heard.  A social 
model of inclusive education demands that understandings of exclusion are sought 
from those who are “devalued and rendered marginal or surplus by the dominant 
culture of the regular school” (Slee 2010 p.107).  The voices of parents and students 
in relation to inclusion are frequently not given as much of a hearing as those of 
educationalists.  Muscott (2002) suggests that parents have to be recognised as special 
educators, the true experts on their children.  Rather than receiving recognition as 
experts, parents frequently are perceived by educators and medical specialists as the 
cause of their child’s disability (Turnbull & Turnbull, 1997). 
 
Parental participation in the educational journey of their child is important for student 
achievement.  Active participation by parents of children with disabilities in 
educational programs has resulted in both academic and behavioural gains (Boyer, 
1991; Henderson & Berla, 1994).  The relationship between the school and home was 
recognised in the Senate Report, Education of Students with Disabilities, where it was 
suggested that it was this relationship that makes all the difference for students with 
disabilities.  Professor Parmenter, Director of the Centre for Disability Studies, 
University of Sydney (Senate Committee Employment  Workplace Relations and 
Education Reference Committee, 2002, p. 5) argues: 
 One way to ameliorate this situation (conflict between school/home) is to 
provide specific training for professional groups in how to collaborate with 
families in providing educational programs.  In the final analysis it is usually 
families who have the most precise knowledge of their disabled child, and it is 
ultimately families who provide one of the basic life-long supports for their 
son/daughter. 
          (p.5) 
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2.4 Parental perspectives 
 
Given parents’ primary role as carers it is pivotal to successful inclusion that their 
views be considered. Garrick Duhaney and Salend (2000) argue that such 
consideration should be given for a number of reasons.  Firstly, parents play a critical 
role in their children’s overall development, including educational activities.  The 
parental role is, in this sense, a broad socio/cultural umbrella under which educational 
activities merely forms one of many other facets in the child’s overall development.  
Secondly, parents enjoy the legal right to determine which educational services they 
access for their children.  This legal right is accessed through the process of 
educational placement. 
 
Thirdly, argues Dennis, Williams, Giangreco, and Cloninger (2003), parents’ opinions 
override that of education staff, however qualified.  To this end parents become the 
ultimate arbitrators and selectors of their children’s educational setting.  Without 
parental support for an inclusive setting for children with disabilities, educational 
providers’ capacity is at best compromised and at worst thwarted.  Parents are thus 
potential initiators and advocates of educational reform (Gibb et al., 1997; Soodak, 
2004). 
 
Why do some parents support while others vehemently oppose a program designed 
with altruistic intentions to erase inequality in educational outcomes?  To fully 
understand this question one needs to examine the authorship of inclusive education.  
To many parents of children with disabilities, inclusive education was designed by 
teaching professionals, social justice activists and academics in response to political 
pressure.  However, inclusive education either left out altogether, or made only 
marginal reference to the primary stakeholders, e.g. children with disabilities and their 
parents/care givers.  Slee (2003) suggests that a key element in the movement towards 
inclusion is the need to reassure people with disabilities, their families and their allies, 
that there is a new culture developing that will allow them to play a key role in 
shaping inclusive education.  Clearly, this ‘new culture’ should have been part of the 
program from its infancy.  The fact that it was not, further explains the many obstacles 
experienced by those charged with its implementation. 
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Soodak and Erwin (2000), in recognising parental hesitancy regarding inclusion, 
sought evidence of success of inclusion.  They found that parents only become 
partners to inclusive education after they and their children have become accepted 
members of the school community.  If this does not occur within a reasonable time 
frame, parents and children become disillusioned and seek other educational pathways 
and settings.  Where parents of children with disabilities have been accepted and 
supported by their school communities, they are  supportive of inclusion as they see 
that it promotes acceptance of difference, which is critical to their child’s social and 
emotional development (Garrick Duhaney & Salend, 2000).  Whilst there is a strong 
body of research that indicates generally, positive parental attitudes towards inclusion, 
parents are not without significant concerns in relation to the processes and 
procedures adopted in the implementation of inclusive practices within schools.   
 
Paramount amongst issues impacting upon the success of inclusion are funding and 
resourcing.  Salend and Duhaney (2002) identified a number of parental concerns 
regarding inclusion which included the availability of trained staff and a lack of 
teacher expertise in implementing inclusive practices within a school, the quality of 
their involvement in the decision making processes regarding their child, frustration 
with the school’s failure to provide inclusive placements and the effect of inclusion on 
their child’s academic, social and behavioural development. 
 
One study conducted in the United States (Lange, Ysseldyke, Lau, & Lehr, 1995) 
confirms that, in general, parents are very articulate in expressing their children’s 
educational needs and the expectations they have for their school.  They found that 
contrary to educators’ opinions, parents deliberate over decisions in relation to school 
selection and transfer.  Parents spent little time discussing needs relating to academic 
and functional literacy with schools rather concerning themselves with the areas of 
accommodation and adaptation.  Parents maintained that it was not sufficient that 
schools simply provide a program to be involved in an inclusive setting, but that the 
program needed to be continually adapted or other accommodations provided so that 
children could achieve their potential.  This suggests that a program is in fact a series 
of evolving programs co-authored by the parents and class teacher.  However, 
assuming that the necessary time and expertise could be devoted to these evolving 
programs, there were other parental concerns. 
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Further to this potential partnership between school and parents is parents’ concern in 
relation to home/school communication.  Results from a survey in the US by 
Ysseldyke, Lange and Gorney (1994) indicated that one reason parents removed their 
children from special school settings was because they felt that they were not kept 
informed of their children’s progress.  Home-school communication was perceived as 
a major stumbling block in the education journey.  Whilst a number of parents 
involved in the study expressed dissatisfaction with the amount of information they 
received in relation to their children’s progress, of most concern was that parents did 
not feel that their opinions were taken seriously by school personnel (Ysseldyke, et 
al., 1994).  Parental expectations of schools in this study appear to follow a common 
theme, providing a supportive environment to teach academic and functional 
information that will challenge students to meet their potential.  Conflict arose where 
delivery of the school program fell short of these expectations.   
 
As previously discussed, parents generally hold positive attitudes about inclusion, 
even though they express anxiety about its actual implementation (Bennett, et al., 
1997; Gibb, et al., 1997; Pijl, et al., 2008).  This was seen clearly among parents who 
supported the ideals of inclusion but had reservations about it for their child (Lovitt, 
Plavins, & Cushing, 1999).  This ambiguity was further highlighted in a survey of 140 
parents of students with disabilities conducted by Palmer, Fuller, Arora and Nelson 
(2001).  Generally parents who favoured inclusion believed that such an approach 
would result in an increase in their child’s learning ability owing to higher 
expectations and the provision of a more stimulating learning environment, and would 
provide exposure of the child’s particular disability to the non-disabled peers.  Parents 
opposed to inclusion based their views on the severity of their children’s disability, 
believing that inclusion would create an unnecessary burden on the classroom teacher 
and that the regular school would not welcome their children.  Palmer et al. (2001) 
concluded that assumptions will determine the parents’ view of inclusion rather than 
an informed view of what actually happens in the regular school classrooms. 
 
Bennett et. al (1997), in another United States’ study involving 48 parents of children 
in preschool through to grade seven whose children had a disability and were 
educated within regular schools, found that the majority of parents expressed 
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favourable attitudes towards  experiences of inclusion.  A small percentage of parents 
(4%) expressed dissatisfaction with an inclusive approach as a result of generally 
negative experiences.  In a follow-up interview with parents, parents reported the 
belief that their children benefited from an inclusion approach by providing the 
children with positive role-models, as well as assisting children to acquire academic, 
social, language and motor skills more competently.   
 
A positive view of inclusion was also expressed by parents of pre-schoolers in a study 
conducted by Guralnick (1994).  In that study parents identified several benefits of 
inclusion, including fostering their children’s acceptance, preparing them for the ‘real-
world’ and providing them with a stimulating environment.  These positive 
perceptions were confirmed in a second US study conducted by Guralnick, Connor 
and Hammond (1995).  Although similar benefits were identified by parents in this 
later study, a significant percentage of parents expressed concern that their children 
would be rejected by peers in an inclusion setting.  Respondents whose children were 
educated in a regular setting indicated in greater numbers that their children’s 
program was not specifically adapted to their disability.  They reported difficulties in 
accessing specialised services and found that their children did not always have 
completed Individual Educational Programs.  This finding further illustrates the gap 
between parental attitudes to inclusion as a concept and their experiences in practice. 
 
Parental disillusionment with this gap between the concept of inclusion and its 
implementation is further supported with the results from a study conducted by Green 
and Shinn (1994) also in the United States who interviewed parents whose primary 
school aged children received support from a special education unit within a regular 
school.  Parent responses indicated that they were very satisfied with the educational 
service that their children were receiving, but indicated concern in relation to potential 
reintegration of their children into the general classroom.  Parental concerns stemmed 
from the understanding that in such a setting their children would no longer receive 
the individualised instruction and support from specially trained educators.  This 
concern is shared by parents of children with disabilities in Australia (Elkins, et al., 
2003).  Special Education Units are, on account of funding, limited to a handful of 
schools in each geographical region in Queensland.  Their positive aspects are two-
fold.  Firstly, they act as a one-on-one or small group instruction facility to children 
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with disabilities.  Secondly, they provide a sanctuary for children with disabilities to 
withdraw to if and when behavioural scenarios escalate in regular classrooms. 
 
Whilst parents appear to hold conflicting views about the value and effectiveness of 
inclusion, what is common for all parents is the concern in relation to resourcing 
levels, the need for specialised teaching or the potential social isolation for their 
children (Elkins, et al., 2003; Leyser & Kirk, 2004).  Flynn (1997) also found in her 
study that opinion amongst parents and students varied widely in relation to inclusive 
options.  She found that groups of parents wanted all special schools closed, although 
there was a significant percentage who believed that a special school option should 
remain.  Flynn (1997) suggests that this was particularly true for those parents and 
children who had negative experiences within these school settings. 
 
Most recently de Boer et. al.(2010) conducted a review of international literature in 
relation to parents’ attitudes towards inclusive education.  This study revealed that 
parents generally hold positive or neutral attitudes towards the inclusion of students 
with disabilities within the regular classroom setting.  Parents with children without 
disabilities generally expressed positive opinions regarding inclusion.  They believed 
that their children might experience benefits from inclusion including accepting 
difference and sensitivity towards others.  With regards to parents of children with 
disabilities, the research concluded that these parents maintain more neutral attitudes 
than parents whose children do not have a disability.  This group of parents indicated 
that they held the following concerns about the implementation of inclusion: their 
child’s emotional development, the quality of the teaching instruction and the range of 
services available within the school.  This review also revealed that parental attitudes 
are affected by variables such as the type of disability concerned, the socio-economic 
status of parents, their education level and experience with inclusive education.  
Additionally this study concluded that parents were least positive about the inclusion 
of children with behaviour problems and cognitive disabilities. 
 
Parents of children with disabilities have mixed perceptions in relation to inclusion, 
however, the majority of parents believe that inclusion promotes the acceptance of 
their children by their non-disabled peers, and believe that such placements assist in 
developing their children’s social, emotional and academic development.  Parents do 
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however have considerable concern with the way schools implement a program of 
inclusion.  This inconsistency between policy, concept and practice and the resulting 
confusion and conflict is best summarised by Rogers (2007), 
Contradictions that arise from education policy and provision, and from the 
discourses of ‘inclusion’ and ‘(ab)normality’, often result in parents having 
difficulty in negotiating the ‘official’ education process, or constantly ‘fighting 
the system’ (p. 66). 
     
Having provided a review of parental perspectives of inclusion, it is necessary to 
examine further the educational practices adopted by schools and how these practices 
may contribute to instances of discrimination as experienced by children with 
disabilities and their parents. 
  
2.4.1  Parental perception of discrimination  
 
Regardless of parental attitudes to inclusion, perceptions of discriminatory practice by 
schools in relation to students with disabilities are reported.  In Australia, Flynn 
(1997) conducted a major study into the experiences of parents/caregivers and 
students with disabilities in relation to schooling.  The study involved focus groups, 
questionnaires and phone-in research methods on behalf of the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC).  The research gathered data from 784 
participants and included parents and caregivers of students with a disability as well 
as from students themselves.  The majority of parents who participated in the study 
reported that they believed that they have been discriminated against by the school in 
their desire to see their children educated in an inclusive setting.  Parents reported that 
they had been refused enrolment, had different conditions imposed upon their child’s 
enrolment and had been denied access to school services, facilities and programs.   
 
In a more recent study, commissioned by the Queensland Parents of People with a 
Disability (Mann, 2011) to explore parents’ experiences of inclusion in Queensland 
schools, 179 parents of children with disabilities were surveyed, and three focus group 
discussions were conducted. The research revealed that just over one third of 
respondents were not able to access education on the basis of equal opportunity and 
their children were not enrolled at the school of the parents’ choice.  Parents reported 
a range of barriers to this enrolment choice which included being directed to another 
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school, perceived negativity on behalf of school staff at the preferred school, the need 
for significant input by the parent to achieve the enrolment and/or a lack of specialist 
support at the school.  One respondent to the study reported (Mann, 2011, p. 13), 
  
At both enrolment interviews we were told that it probably wasn’t the place 
 for my son (but that’s not an isolated thing)… the only knowledge they had 
 was that [he was] autistic. 
 
And another, 
  
I was told he couldn’t be enrolled and was asked to go away. No acceptance 
of us at all.  (p.13). 
 
Additionally almost a third of respondents reported that their child only sometimes or 
not at all followed the same program as their class peers.  The research found that 
children were more likely to be excluded from the classroom curriculum if the school 
had a special education program (SEP).  However at the same time these programs 
provided greater curriculum modifications, with nearly half of all respondents 
indicating that curriculum modifications were provided for their children in schools 
with SEPs. 
Approximately half of the respondents to this study reported that they were not happy 
with, or had mixed feelings about their child’s learning outcomes and class teachers’ 
attitude and knowledge/skill were seen as fundamental drivers for successful 
outcomes for children with disabilities. 
 
Respondents to this study also reported exclusion/rejection by the school staff and in 
some instances, bullying by peers. 
  
 Was asked to leave as the teachers weren’t able to deal with him and used the  
 excuse that ‘they were not suitable for his needs’.  In other words- he was in 
 the ‘too hard basket’. (p.15) 
 
  Not providing services at that stage.  Weren’t going to help him so  
  encouraged us to leave, politely. (p.15) 
 
 If  he spends time with the so called normal children in the school he gets 
 bullied. (p.25) 
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It should be noted that whilst parents described these instances of discriminatory 
practice in this report, nearly 80% of parents surveyed reported that they were 
satisfied with their child’s current school.  The authors however questioned this level 
of satisfaction based on their prior experience with complaints from parents.  They 
suggested that in pursuing an enrolment of choice, it wears parents down and had an 
effect of lowering parental expectations (p.14). 
 
2.5 Inclusion- Dissenting voices 
 
To fully appreciate criticism of aspects of inclusion and the current anti-
discrimination legislation one needs to examine the dissenting voices who question 
the educational practices associated with inclusion and the theoretical underpinnings 
of the concept. There are those who question the wisdom behind inclusionist 
philosophy.  Prominent among these  is Lindsay (2003) who queries the notion of 
‘regular’ schooling as adopted in the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994).  He 
argues that the Statement adopts as empirical fact that regular schools are the most 
effective in educating students with disabilities.  He suggests that if the regular school 
is not the most effective, it then brings into question the argument in favour of 
inclusion. He is not alone in this critique. 
 
A fundamental weakness of inclusion is a lack of empirical evidence of the value of 
inclusion for students with disabilities.  Such evidence is either inconclusive or 
unnecessary as inclusionist advocates view the issue as one of rights, not evidence 
(Gallagher, 2001).  Lindsay (2003, p. 6) suggests that there exist too few “good 
studies using quantitative methods” on inclusion, and that, where such studies exist, 
they do not stand as “ringing endorsements” for inclusion.  He argues that there is a 
need for further conceptualisation of the options of inclusive education, built upon the 
foundation that children with disabilities require an education that allows them to 
become full members of society.  In this, his argument appears to be consistent with 
the concept of inclusion whereby the needs of the learner are central to the debate 
(Phillips, et al., 1995).  It would appear that the conjecture between the ideological 
views becomes one of maintaining present systems and policies at the expense of a 
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fundamental shift to creating new systems and policies to enable students with 
disabilities to genuinely participate in their communities.  
 
Value systems evolve and gain widespread acceptance only after social, moral and 
ethical consensus is reached. Such consensus, in the area of inclusion needs for its 
success a belief that all parties are equal stakeholders, e.g. students with and without 
disabilities.  Value systems without such consensus are often found wanting.  The 
ideal of inclusion, as a long-term societal goal and its eventual incorporation into 
accepted value systems needs to expand and enlarge the existing educational 
framework.  However it is suggested that a values perspective that promotes equal 
participation in education and society cannot at the same time maintain existing 
educations structures (Armstrong, Armstrong, & Spandagou, 2011). 
 
Foreman and Arthur-Kelly (2008) suggest that one of the reasons why there are few 
studies is that there exist major difficulties in researching the effects of inclusion on 
students with disabilities.  The first of these problems is that of comparability of 
‘included’ and ‘segregated’ settings.  The question arises as what is an inclusive 
environment for one student may not be considered an inclusive environment for 
another.  Foreman and Arthur-Kelly (2008) further concede that there exist 
considerable difficulties in researching the impacts of inclusion upon students with 
disabilities.  One reason for this difficulty is the issue of comparability of samples of 
students who may be considered included or segregated.  Additionally is the 
difficultly in deciding on outcome measures, how is the success or otherwise of 
inclusion to be measured?  There does not appear to be any consensus or strong 
recommendation as to how this measuring may be undertaken in the literature.  Cole 
(1999) acknowledged that it is extremely difficult, if not impossible to randomly 
assign students to setting that would be considered inclusive or segregated for 
research determinations.  Kavale (2002) concluded that although there exists 
ideological and political support for inclusion, the empirical evidence was not as 
strong.  Foreman and Arthur-Kelly argue that educational placement of students with 
disabilities is a complex decision and is not subject to research guidance while Kavale 
and Mostert (2003, p. 210) suggests that the necessary attitudes, resources and 
adaptions had not been addressed in the education systems and calls for a more 
tempered approach to inclusion that is aimed at implementing policy on the basis of 
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research and evaluations of these finding as well as the ideological and political 
considerations.  Inconsistences can frequently be seen in the decision to place children 
in an inclusive setting based on a level of social functioning which may see children 
with the same disability in a segregated setting.  
 
An additional problem of researching the outcomes of inclusion is the decision with 
regards the outcome measure.  The decision as to how success or otherwise should be 
measured is complex.  Potential measures may be based upon academic outcomes, 
social outcomes, teacher satisfaction, parental satisfaction, student satisfaction or a 
combination of all of these measures.  As a consequence there are very real problems 
and complexities in researching the outcomes of inclusive educational practices. 
 
It could thus be argued that the lag time between inclusive theoretical frameworks and 
their implementation enforces the view that consensus of value systems have not yet 
been reached.  Hornby (1992) advocated such a view over two decades ago when he 
concluded that the theory and practice of inclusion had gone beyond national policy 
despite the lack of evidence on its effectiveness.  This view is supported more recently 
by Foreman and Arthur-Kelly (2008) who suggested that research into the 
effectiveness of inclusive practices, with a particular focus on the academic and social 
outcomes for students with disabilities in Australia is “long overdue” (p. 117).  They 
conclude that, in the absence of specific Australasian data on the success or otherwise 
of an inclusive approach to educating children with disabilities, there exist 
considerable scope for a future research agenda.  Success of inclusion should consider 
both academic and social interaction outcomes as potential measures.  Whilst the 2008 
report by the National Comprehensive Centre for Teacher Quality (Holdheide & 
Reschly, 2008) concedes that there exists little or no experimental evidence to prove 
that inclusion leads to improved achievement outcomes for students with disabilities, 
they did through their review of the literature, identify a number of positive 
consequences associated with inclusion which included: 
 -improved friendships and social skills, 
 -higher self-worth, 
 -improved learning, and  
 -reduced social isolation. 
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The Senate Report by the Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
Reference Committee (2002) also concluded that there existed considerable scope for 
well-founded research into the effects of inclusive practices upon the educational 
outcomes for students with disabilities.  
 
In relation to parent attitudes to inclusion, de Boer et al. (2010) also concluded that a 
systematic review designed to gather insight into parents’ attitudes towards inclusive 
education “was lacking” (p. 167) and argues that additional research in relation to this 
field was called for.  This call by de Boer et al. follows an extensive review of the 
literature which encompassed 26 different studies which all investigated attitudes of 
both parents and teachers towards inclusion.  However, de Boer is not without his 
critics. 
 
His suggestion of the need for greater research is challenged by authors such as 
Gallagher (1998, 2001), Bratlinger (1997) and Sowell (1995) who take a more radical 
approach to this suggestion.  They suggest that the inclusion of children with 
disabilities is an argument that is purely about rights and that educational research 
with regards to the effectiveness of inclusion is irrelevant.  They further suggest that a 
number of initiatives adopted in education have been implemented without testing and 
empirical evidence to support them.  
 
The argument that rights should be the only focus of the inclusive education 
movement is challenged by Lindsay (2003) and Low (2001).  They contend that it is 
not sufficient that the positive aspects of the medical model, the ‘within child’ factors 
impacting upon a child’s development, or research evidence pertaining to all aspects 
of inclusive education be ignored.  Lindsay (2003) maintains that inclusion should be 
seen as a policy framework with interpretation and implementation remaining the 
issues to be addressed by all stakeholders.  Lindsay (2003) suggests that the focus 
should be not on the rights of children alone, but should focus on the effectiveness of 
their education.  Foreman and Arthur Kelly (2008) support this view arguing that 
many authors who argued for inclusion based on a social justice model did not argue 
from a research or evidence based model but rather from a rights or philosophical 
basis. 
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It is argued that a narrow focus upon children with disabilities ignores the impact of 
inclusion upon all students.  The continuing widespread adoption of inclusion could 
lead to a decline in the education provided to all students, as well as the demise of the 
special education field (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2011; Forbes, 2007; Kauffman & 
Hallahan, 1995; Rouse & McLaughlin, 2007).  Anastasiou and Kauffman (2011) 
argue that special education is designed to ensure students with disabilities are treated 
differently, that they are provided with great opportunity, additional intensive 
instruction and an individually tailored curriculum.  They maintain that the ultimate 
test of a good education is whether the program is meeting the individual’s needs, not 
the placement or setting.  It is this core argument, an education program designed to 
meet individual needs, which is not so very different to the researchers who support 
inclusion.  
 
In describing the  legislative changes in the UK at the time, Low (2001), Chairman of 
the UK Royal National Institute for the Blind, suggests that the ‘lobby for inclusion at 
any price’ had achieved its end,  having removed from Government policy and 
legislation a proviso that if inclusion is incompatible with the needs of the student 
with disabilities, it should not occur.  What does remain is the protection for students 
without disabilities.  That is to say that a child with disabilities would not be placed 
within a mainstream setting if the inclusion is not compatible with the needs of the 
other children.  He suggests strongly that neither the Government nor the Consortium 
(Special Education) has had the guts to face the extremists down.  Therefore this 
narrow view of inclusion, he argues, disregards the educational needs of the child, and 
positions a placement as the end goal, not the needs or rights of the child. 
 
Warnock (2005), maintained that the implementation of the philosophy of inclusion in 
the United Kingdom and the impact of moving students out of special schools would 
leave that nation with a unfortunate legacy.  She suggests that the inclusion debate 
should focus on the common enterprise of learning rather than the learning all 
occurring under the one roof.  In her argument she breaks down the concept of special 
education needs and challenges the notion that a policy of inclusion should pursue a 
uniformity of approach for an individual or class of student.  Inclusion should be 
redefined to ensure children are able to pursue the common goal of education in the 
environment within which they can best be taught and learn.  In this way, Warnock 
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adopts a definition of inclusion suggested by the National Association of Head 
Teachers in their Policy Paper on Special Schools: 
 Inclusion  is a process that maximizes the entitlement of all pupils to a  
 broad, relevant and stimulating curriculum, which is delivered in the  
 environment that will have the greatest impact on their learning.  All schools. 
whether special or mainstream, should reflect a culture in which the 
institution adapts to meet the needs of its pupils and is provided with the 
resources to enable this to happen. (p.1)  
 
 
One of the strongest criticisms of inclusion and its proponents comes from Hornby 
(1999), following his review of the existing literature, he suggests that such advocates 
are deluding themselves in arguing that inclusion will lead to a more effective 
education for students with disabilities.  He concludes by stating: 
 Therefore the conclusion of this analysis is that policies of working towards 
including all children with SEN (special education needs) in mainstream 
schools and classes should be abandoned.  Instead, the level of inclusion, 
either locational, social or functional, should be decided on the needs of each 
individual child and the exigencies of each situation.(p.157) 
 
Forbes (2007) suggests that it is a limited view that sees separate special education as 
no longer needed in any system.  She continues to suggest that, “A system that is 
limited by these narrow views and ideas is not an inclusive system.” (p.6). 
However, Forbes, like other antagonists in calling for caution in relation to inclusion 
of students with disabilities in mainstream classes also concedes that children with 
disabilities have a right to be fully integrated into the community to which they 
belong as adults. 
 
This criticism of the inclusion movement and its proponents is also addressed by 
Allan and Brown (2001) who suggest that this view of inclusion can be seen as a form 
of theoretical and ideological bullying which may prevent researchers from 
considering the practice and culture of life within special schools.  Armstrong (2000) 
supports this argument by promoting the suggestion that inclusion can result in a 
denial of opportunity for children with disabilities to explore and affirm their identity 
with each other.  Much of the dissention by writers would appear to be based on one 
of structures and resourcing, the mechanics of inclusion (Graham & Spandagou, 
2011)- the movement of students from traditional special schools to general school 
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placement rather than an attack on the fundamental underpinnings of inclusion- full 
participation in society. 
 
Norwich (2008a, p. 19) perhaps best summarises the debate in suggesting that 
stipulating inclusion “… as a universal concept representing a ‘pure’ value, that 
accepts no degrees, conditions or limits, leads to a conceptual dead-end”.  He 
proposes a dilemmatic approach to challenging the complications of inclusion through 
consideration of the legal, political and philosophical considerations.  Such an 
approach acknowledges the competing tensions/dilemma and is an attempt to 
reconcile these considerations with the inclusion of students with disabilities in the 
primary classroom (Norwich, 2009).   
 
A note of caution in relation to research into attitudes towards inclusion is expressed 
by Slee (2010) in arguing that research of this type is problematic.  He suggests that 
the survey instruments and the researchers adopting them do not move beyond the 
instrument itself and lack a critical discourse analysis to examine the underlying 
values, preconceptions and disjunctions that are hidden by the data.  The attitudes of 
parents of children with disabilities are only explored to the extent to which the parent 
has accepted the limitations imposed upon their child and have submitted to the social 
desires of the community.  Attitudinal research should therefore be viewed through 
such a lens. 
 
Whilst inclusive schooling, as an educational philosophy, has existed for over two 
decades, the debate surrounding issues of its efficacy continue not just between 
researchers but also amongst practitioners.  A study by Perry (1997) in the USA found 
that 64 per cent of school administrators surveyed agreed that schools provided 
opportunities for all children to be successful in the classroom.  A third of the 
respondents appeared to hold the belief that schools did not provide opportunities for 
success.  This situation is also reflected in Australia, where there exists a great 
diversity of opinion among school principals with regard to their beliefs concerning 
the benefits and value of inclusions (Clarke, Dyson, & Millward, 1995).  Such 
diversity of opinion among school leaders has resulted in a failure of many 
educational systems to embed inclusive practices in all schools in relation to 
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providing for students with disabilities (Guzman, 1997; Guzman & Schofield, 1994; 
Ingram, 1997). 
 
It can be concluded that whilst the argument may continue in relation to how 
inclusion should be pursued and what inclusion may look like for individual students, 
there exists little or no debate in regards to the social and moral obligation of 
educational authorities to educate all students.  Much of the argument questions the 
efficacy and efficiency of current policies of implementation and system/school 
practices (Forbes, 2007).  
2.6 Inclusion- Factors for success 
 
Inclusion as a policy requires not only a philosophical shift from traditional thinking 
and behaviours in relation to educating students with disabilities, but also requires a 
substantial commitment in relation to resourcing of schools.  Without the latter, the 
former simply remains a theoretical concept.  A number of factors are critical for 
inclusion to be implemented successfully for students with disabilities (Curcic, Gabel, 
Zeitlin, Cribaro-DiFatta, & Glarner, 2011; Kugelmass, 2006; Kugelmass & Ainscow, 
2004; Peters, 2002).   
 
A number of common elements can be found in relation to successful inclusive 
practices. For example, Guzman and Schofield’s three (3) year study (1994) found the 
following factors common in successful inclusive programs: 
• the establishment of a system of communication between staff,  
• an active involvement by parents and teachers in the development of a 
student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP),  
• personal involvement by the classroom teacher in a constructive dialogue with 
parents,  
• the development of a whole school philosophy of inclusion,  
• the establishment of policies addressing specific behaviour issues,  
• a personal plan of professional development, data gathering and problem 
solving skills for teachers and para-professionals. 
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For these factors to create success there is a need for the more complex ideological 
underpinnings which address the values of members of the school community, notions 
of diversity and difference and key social justice issues to be recognised and 
confronted (Dahl, 1982; Norwich, 2006).  Curcic, et al., (2011) suggest that 
fundamentally there must be an initial motivation for building inclusive school 
communities which is supported by forces external to the school such as the wider 
community, political will on behalf of government and  schooling district/region 
support; difference must perceived as a resource, rather than a problem; teaming and 
collaboration among staff and students should be facilitated and nurtured; all school 
community members must engage in a desire to sustain change; and inclusion is 
understood as a social and political endeavour by the community in general.  They 
conclude that at the heart of successful inclusion lies collaboration.  Their studies 
revealed also that whilst the principal is not the key figure, he/she is one of many that 
may contribute to building schools as inclusive communities. 
 
In their research Bailey and du Plessis (1997) identified the issue of available 
resources as dominating the inclusion agenda.  Resourcing involved three (3) types:  
• physical resources, such as materials and facilities;  
• human resources both special teaching support and teacher aide support; and  
• general resources which included resourcing such as funding and additional 
time.   
 
Training for school staff, especially teachers was identified as a significant contributor 
to the effectiveness of programs and professional development of teachers has been 
identified as a key element by Flynn (1997) and by both the Senate’s Employment, 
Workplace Relations and Education References Committee (2002) and the Ministerial 
Taskforce on Inclusive Education (2004).  In an Australian study, Campbell, Gilmore 
and Cuskelly (2003) found that teachers attitudes to students with disabilities 
improved following formal training and structured fieldwork.  The contribution of 
training for teachers to the successful adoption of inclusion and improved attitudes 
towards students with disabilities was also recognised by Mulvihill, Shearer and Van 
Horn (2002). 
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Another key element for successful inclusive programs which has been identified in 
the literature is that of teacher attitudes towards students with a disability (Campbell, 
et al., 2003; Foreman & Arthur-Kelly, 2008; Mulvihill, et al., 2002), indeed some 
writers go so far to argue that it is not the legislative schemes that promote inclusion 
in schools, but it is the mainstream teachers who are critical for  the success of 
inclusion (Forlin, 2005, 2008; Sharma, Forlin, Loreman, & Earle, 2006).  Given the 
critical nature of a positive teacher attitude to the inclusion of students with 
disabilities in a school, it is of some concern that in de Boer, Pijl and Minnaert’s 
(2011) review of 26 studies in relation to teachers attitudes towards inclusive 
education, they found that the majority of teachers hold negative or neutral attitudes 
towards the inclusion of students with disabilities in the primary classroom.  Variables 
identified in the study which impact upon teachers’ attitudes included, training of the 
teacher, previous experience with inclusive education and students with disabilities 
and the type of disability.  They found no studies that reported clear positive results in 
relation to teachers’ attitude to inclusion.   
 
It is also the attitude of the school principal which a number of writers have indicated 
as being the critical component (Ainscow & Sanhill, 2010; Bailey & du Plessis, 1997; 
Guzman, 1997; Guzman & Schofield, 1994; Roach, 1994; Sergiovanni, 1991).  The 
attitude of the principal is considered to be crucial in achieving successful inclusive 
programs for students with disabilities (Cox & Washington, 2011).  As a result of 
greater delegated decision-making to Australian schools (Flynn, 1997), it is the 
principal’s decision as to whether to enrol a student with disabilities.  Consequently it 
is usually the personal attitudes of a principal that determines the acceptance or 
otherwise of a particular student.  In a recent study undertaken by Elkins et al. (2008), 
88% of respondents identified the positive attitude of the principal as one of the key 
aspects of school organisation that facilitates successful inclusion for a student with a 
disability. 
 
In relation to the impact of the principal’s actions regarding inclusion, Sergiovanni 
(1991) goes further and suggests that the principal has the ultimate moral authority 
within a school and, whether intentionally or not, it is his/her behaviours, action or 
inaction that condone or condemn the behaviours of school personnel.  In the all-
important relationship between the school and the home, the principal remains a key 
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element.  It is the principal who determines the ‘moral’ tone of the collaboration and 
determines how welcome, or unwelcome, students with disabilities and their parents 
are within a school.  It is however, the combination of all of the factors discussed 
above that result in either the success or failure of inclusion for individual students. 
 
 
2.7 An Australian experience of inclusion 
 
In 1973, the Commonwealth School’s Commission interim report recommended that 
funding be allocated across Australia to target special education.  The commission 
advised that there should be a move away from special classes and school placement 
towards integration (Ashman & Elkins, 1998) and recommended devolution of 
responsibility and decision making among members of the school community.  The 
objective was to ensure that school based decision-making involved the equal 
participation of all concerned in the students’ education.  Prior to this report, the 
process of education of students with disabilities had been seen as one whereby 
students were referred, assessed and placed within special schools or regular schools 
(Arthur, 1994). 
 
Australia, as a relatively small nation, has been greatly influenced by international 
education movements without due regard to the conditions/circumstances in the 
countries which gave rise to these trends (Jenkinson, 2001), in particular, the civil 
rights movement in the United States.  Jenkinson (2001) argues, the integration of 
students in the United States was intricately bound with the exclusion of ethnic 
minorities from mainstream schooling and many viewed that as an inferior education.  
In particular, the landmark case, Brown v Board of Education was seen as a major win 
for the civil rights movement.  Central to the case was the concept of constitutional 
guarantees of equal protection under the law of the Fourteenth Amendment.  The idea 
of basic civil rights underpinning inclusive education can be seen throughout its 
historical evolution both internationally and also in Australia. 
For a number of years, at both Commonwealth level and across the States, 
governments have supported a principle of maximum possible integration for students 
with disabilities, a principle underpinned by the concept of civil rights (Dempsey, et 
al., 2002).  It has been the method in which this policy has been interpreted and 
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implemented across the nation that has varied.  Dempsey et. al (2002) argue that no 
State in Australia has legislated to eliminate segregated educational programs.  Unlike 
countries such as the United States, there are no legislative guarantees for Australian 
children to an education or in relation to minimum standards for education programs 
for students with disabilities.  There exists no Bill of Rights nor is there a protection 
of such rights in the federal constitution (Jones & Marks, 1999).  However, in 1994, 
the Federal government developed a ten-year framework for both Commonwealth 
departments and agencies to reflect the change in Australia from a welfare perspective 
to one which was rights-based with regards to the service delivery to persons with 
disabilities (Forlin & Forlin, 1998).   
 
Preceding the 1994 framework the Australian Anti-Discrimination Legislation, 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992, was at the time seen as a watershed in social 
policy.  The broad-based legislation encompassed many areas of anti-discrimination 
measures towards people with disabilities.  Education, delivery and access formed a 
sizeable portion of the overall legislation.  The legislation’s implementation varied 
greatly between employment and education.  While legislation against discrimination 
against employees in the work force was relatively easy in its implementation and 
social acceptance, anti-discrimination in education delivery proved more difficult.  
Twenty years after its introduction there still exists widespread non-compliance and 
lack of consensus as how to best evolve law into culture as poignantly argued in a 
Commonwealth Government report, ‘Shut Out: The Experience of People with 
Disabilities and their Families in Australia’ (Pijl, et al., 2008).  This report, developed 
from over 750 submissions from both individuals (parents, teachers, academics and 
community members) and disability advocacy organisations provided another insight 
into the experiences of families with children who are disabled.  Of importance to this 
study is the percentage (29%) of respondents who indicated that they had experienced 
barriers in relation to education.  The report indicated that many respondents believed 
that the education system had very little capacity to meet the educational needs of 
students with disabilities.  Respondents suggested that the education systems within 
Australia were under-funded and teachers were ill trained with regards to catering for 
the needs of disabled students.  The report indicated that greater resources were 
required to ensure a student’s full participation in not only general classroom 
activities but in all aspects of school life, including excursions and sporting activities. 
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One respondent noted, 
 My daughter’s two physical ed teachers ignore her totally, [and] as a 
consequence, I have withdrawn her from these classes.  She was sad and 
bored with being taken around the block or playing ball with an aide.  The  
teachers were not made accountable for this in any way. 
         (p.49) 
 
Submissions also indicated that there was a generally held ignorance or fear of 
students with disabilities and there existed little or no promotion of the benefits of 
inclusion.   
 
Submissions in relation to teacher training emphasised, 
That almost every report on the issue of inclusive education in Australia has 
stressed the need for systematic strengthening of teacher education and 
professional development. 
         (p. 49) 
 
In relation to proposed solutions, the Report strongly supported the need for greater 
funding to achieve effective inclusion within the Australian education system.  In 
addition to this recommendation the authors propose improvements to teacher training 
and targeted professional development.  It was maintained that any such professional 
development should be based on international and national research with a particular 
focus on effective strategies and programs for students with disabilities. 
 
2.7.1 Queensland 
 
In Queensland, inclusive schooling “reflects the values, ethos and culture of a public 
education system committed to excellence by enhancing educational opportunities for 
all students” (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2005).  In 1995, an 
interdepartmental working group endorsed the approach of a continuum of services.  
However, there was a recommendation that there be an increased coordination of the 
services provided to ensure enhanced learning outcomes for students.  In 1998, 
Education Queensland developed the Action Plan- Education Provisions for Students 
with Disabilities 1998-2002 to support the existing policies in relation to the array of 
services across primary, secondary and special schools.  This policy document states 
that it purposely avoids the use of the terms integration or mainstreaming, but rather 
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utilises the term ‘inclusive schooling’ which acknowledges the students’ right to an 
appropriate education through the design, development and co-ordination of services 
to meet their needs.  As in many policy statements in relation to the education of 
students with disabilities, concepts of effectiveness and efficiency underpin the 
statement (Jenkinson, 2001).   
 
Queensland has attempted to provide a continuum of services and enrolment options 
for students with disabilities.  These options range from enrolment in a special school, 
enrolment in a primary school with a special education program, a primary school 
placement with an advisory visiting teacher supporting the student, a primary school 
enrolment with program adjustments only and any combination of these services 
(Department of Education and Training, 2010a).   
 
In Education Queensland’s Principles of Inclusive Curriculum it is stated that the 
Department is “committed to providing an inclusive curriculum which meets the 
needs of students and society” (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 
2001), clearly stating the Department’s philosophy in relation to educating students 
with disabilities.  Further to this, the Summit on Inclusive Education (29-31 May 
2002) defined inclusive education as “a process of responding to the uniqueness of 
individuals, increasing: their presence, access, participation, and achievement in a 
learning society.” 
 
In March 2002, the Minister for Education established a taskforce to provide advice 
on how to make schooling within Queensland more inclusive for students at 
educational risk, particularly for those students with disabilities.  The taskforce report 
was released in June 2004 (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2004b) 
and identified a number of challenges for Education Queensland in relation to the 
delivery of services to students with disabilities.  In particular, the Taskforce stated: 
 While there is much to commend Queensland schools for their willingness to 
respond to the needs of each student, we believe that some core viewpoints 
and practices remain that hinder the provisions of quality curriculum and 
pedagogy for students with diverse learning needs. (p.10) 
 
The Taskforce acknowledged that the issue of inclusive education is central to an 
ongoing debate with regard to educational renewal and social reform.  The Taskforce 
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maintained that the education of students with disabilities is related to the concepts of 
human dignity and the achievement of full citizenship. 
 
As part of the Queensland Government’s response to the Taskforce’s 
recommendations the process for identifying students with disabilities, ascertainment 
(the process used previously to identify and resource students), was phased out and 
replaced with what was described as “a simpler, more flexible resourcing 
methodology” (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2004a, 2004b) in 
2005.  This process, the Education Adjustment Program (EAP) was phased into all 
Queensland State schools from 2004-2007.  The EAP process required school staff 
members to record the educational adjustments that were made to assist students with 
disabilities in accessing the curriculum, achieving curriculum outcomes and 
participating in school life.  The extent of the adjustments required for any individual 
student formed the basis of resourcing allocations to the schools.  This was a major 
policy shift for the Department of Education, whereby student needs previously were 
‘ascertained’ and resourcing was based on the severity of the disability rather than the 
support required to ensure students were able to access the curriculum. 
 
For the purposes of identifying students with disabilities for the EAP process, the 
Department of Education and Training adopted a definition of disability which 
embraces both the DDA (1992) definition and the concept of disability as defined by 
the World Health Organisation (World Health Organisation, 2001, 2007). 
In 2004, the Minister for Education and the Arts presented the Ministerial Statement 
on Students with Disabilities (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2004a) 
(see Appendix 2.1) to the Queensland Parliament.  This Ministerial statement detailed 
the government’s response to the final report of the Ministerial Taskforce on Inclusive 
Education.  One of the outcomes of this report was the recommendation to “develop 
an inclusive education statement that clearly articulates the roles and responsibilities 
of educators and the system in developing inclusive school communities” 
(Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2004c, p. 3).  
 
The resulting Inclusive Education Statement- 2005 (Department of Education 
Training and the Arts, 2005, p. 1) stated that inclusive education, in the Queensland 
context; 
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• fosters the learning community that questions disadvantage and challenges 
social justice. 
• Maximises the educational and social outcomes of all students through the 
identification and reduction of barriers to learning, especially for those 
who are vulnerable to marginalisation and exclusion. 
• Ensures all students understand and value diversity so that they have the 
knowledge and skills for positive participation in a just, equitable and 
democratic global society.  
 
The Inclusive Education Statement contained five key sections- 
- The aim of the statement 
- A broad definition of inclusive education in Queensland State schools 
- Education Queensland’s commitment to inclusive education 
- Indicators for inclusive education; and 
- Challenges for delivering inclusive education 
 
The stated purpose of the Statement (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 
2005, p. 1) is to “clarify the nature of inclusive education and its role in achieving the 
objectives that underpin public education in Queensland”.  The Statement details a 
range of sources that informed the objectives of the public education in Queensland.  
These included Queensland State Education 2010, Queensland School Reform 
Longitudinal Study and the Education and Training Reforms for the Future 
documents.  These sources emphasised the desire by the Government for a school 
reform agenda that had a focus on quality teaching and learning to ensure student 
were able to achieve high level outcomes and become life-long learners (Department 
of Education Training and the Arts, 2005). 
 
The Ministerial Taskforce acknowledged the state, national and global context for 
education and in particular, for inclusion which influenced their recommendations.  
The Taskforce specifically noted the social justice movement within society and with 
government, the desire for the creation of active and productive citizens within a 
democratic society, and the vision of inclusive education as an important factor in 
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achieving the Government’s desire for a ‘Smart State’ (Department of Education 
Training and the Arts, 2004c). 
 
In this way, the Inclusive Education Statement was not only a response to the 
government policy- the driving of economic growth and education as a critical 
component in economic competiveness and globalization (Ball, 2007), but it was, as 
Duke (2009) argues, also a reaction to the demands of key interest groups, parents, 
teachers, communities, industry and business leaders and the political states of play.   
 
The Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 requires the Minister for Education to 
approve policies in relation to the identification of a person with a disability.  The 
current policy is based upon the definition of a disability as provided in the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992.  During the debate on the bill, the Honourable Rod Welford, 
Minister for Education and the Arts articulated (Parliament of Queensland Legislative 
Assembly, 2006), 
all students, including students with a disability, should be treated with dignity 
and enjoy the benefits of education in an educational, supportive environment 
which values and encourages the participation of all students. 
        (p. 2643) 
 
In a similar vein to the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), this articulation of the 
treatment of all students is silent as to the inclusion of students within non-segregated 
settings.  Rather it restates a social justice perspective which falls short of actual 
implementation strategies. 
Whist the Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 and the Inclusive Education 
Statement- 2005 (Department of Education Training and the Arts, 2005) provide the 
underpinnings for Education Queensland in relation to inclusion of students with 
disabilities, Education Queensland’s Policy and Procedure Register, CRP-PR-009 
Inclusive Education (Education Queensland, 2006)  provides the policy mechanism by 
which inclusion is to be pursued.  
The policy defines inclusion education as; 
Inclusive education requires that schools are supportive and engaging places 
for all students, teachers and members of school community.  It is about 
building communities that value, celebrate and respond positively to diversity. 
It is underpinned by respectful relationships between students, teachers, other 
education workers and parents/carers.  It is supported by collaborative 
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relationships with families, communities and governments.  It is about shaping 
the society in which we live and type of society to which we aspire. (p.1) 
 
The policy requires all levels of Education Queensland to identify processes and 
procedures to operationalize the Inclusive Education Statement 2005.  It should be 
noted that the term ‘disabilities’ or ‘disabled’ is not mentioned within the document.  
The policy acknowledges the argument that inclusion is more than the physical 
location of a student with disabilities (Dickson, 2007) and it recognises that the 
learning processes adopted in schools must be inclusive and “maximises educational 
and social outcomes of all students through identification and reduction of barriers to 
learning” (Education Queensland, 2006). 
 
 
 
2.8 Anti-discrimination legislation and cases 
 
It is argued throughout this thesis that a tension exists between the inclusive education 
concept, the requirements of disability discrimination legislation and the practices 
within schools.  It is this pervading tension that creates potential conflict within the 
school context, manifesting itself as conflict between schools (generally the Principal) 
and parents of students with disabilities. 
 
This section seeks to examine the impact inclusion has had upon schools as illustrated 
in case law.  Since the enactment of anti-discrimination legislation in various 
jurisdictions around the world, there has been a growing incidents of complaints made 
on the grounds of disability discrimination in education (Poed & Keen, 2009).  In 
comparison, the numbers of discrimination cases brought before the courts in 
Australia is relatively small (Dickson, 2007; Hannon, 2000).  The cases discussed in 
this chapter demonstrate how the focus of schools and parents change in response to 
inclusive practices and expectations.  An important aspect of this analysis is the 
interchange between the legislation, parental expectation and the schools’ responses to 
inclusive education expectations.  The Australian and Queensland cases reveal how 
schools interpreted the requirements of anti-discrimination legislation. 
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In Australia, there is currently no legislation that makes it mandatory for schools to 
provide for an inclusive education approach.  Both Federal and State governments 
have enacted anti-discrimination and equal opportunity legislation.  As a member of 
the United Nations, there exists an assumption that Australia observes the intent of 
international agreements and rules relating to the rights of children, in particular the 
rights of people with disabilities.  At a federal level, the Commonwealth government 
enacted the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in 1992.  The object of the act was 
to eliminate discrimination against persons on the grounds of disabilities.  The Act 
itself establishes a framework for the development of ‘disability standards’, which are 
designed to provide greater details on the requirements to eliminate discrimination 
against person with a disability. 
 
In 1991, Queensland enacted the Anti-discrimination Act 1991, which largely 
corresponded with federal legislation.  However, the federal legislation operates to 
provide for both legislative schemes to operate concurrently, but ensures that a 
complainant must choose under which jurisdiction the complaint is to be pursued, 
either through state or Federal agencies. 
 
Owing to the nature of the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia, the 
Commonwealth Parliament is limited in areas in which it can legislate.  These powers 
can be found in Section 51 of the Constitution. In particular, the powers to legislate in 
relation to anti-discrimination provisions derive from Section 51(29), powers to 
legislate in relation to external affairs and are therefore arguably based on human 
rights instruments and international obligations.  It has been long held that under 
Australian law, simply being a signatory to a treaty has no effect on the laws of 
Australia. This rule was expressed by the Privy Council in Attorney-General for 
Canada v Attorney-General for Ontario [1937] AC 326.  A majority of the members 
of the High Court of Australia held in Commonwealth v Tasmania (1983) 158 CLR 1 
(The Tasmanian Dam case) that the Commonwealth Parliament could legislate to 
implement any international obligation which the Commonwealth Government had 
assumed under an international treaty (Hanks, 1994).  These powers allow Federal 
legislation to override state jurisdiction to the extent that an inconsistency may exist 
between the legislative schemes, specifically, s.109 of the Australian Constitution 
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provides that the Federal law prevails ‘to the extent of the inconsistency’.  In the 
Federal discrimination law, if an aggrieved person lodges a complaint under a State 
law, and they would also have a valid complaint under the Federal law, they are not 
entitled to lodge the complaint under the Federal law.  As a similar provision does not 
exist in the State laws, a person may lodge a complaint under the Federal law and later 
transfer it to the State agency. 
 
The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), 1992, (Cth) makes unlawful discrimination 
on the grounds of a disability in relation to; employment (s. 15), education (s.22), 
access to premises (s.23), the provision of goods, services and facilities (s. 24), 
accommodation (s.25), land (s.26), clubs (s.27) and sport (s. 28). 
 
The Act does not differentiate between an impairment or a disability, rather it adopts a 
broad definition of the meaning of disability as: 
 Section 4 
"disability", in relation to a person, means: 
(a) total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or 
(b) total or partial loss of a part of the body; or 
(c) the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or 
(d) the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or 
illness; or 
(e) the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the 
person’s body; or 
(f) a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently 
from a person without the disorder or malfunction; or 
(g) a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, 
perception of reality, emotions or judgment or that results in disturbed 
behaviour;  
and includes a disability that: 
(h) presently exists; or 
(i) previously existed but no longer exists; or 
(j) may exist in the future; or 
(k) is imputed to a person 
 
In relation to education the DDA specifically, provides: 
Section 22 
Education 
(1) It is unlawful for an educational authority to discriminate against a person 
on the ground of the person's disability or a disability of any of the other 
person's associates:  
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(a) by refusing or failing to accept the person's application for admission as a 
student; or  
(b) in the terms or conditions on which it is prepared to admit the person as a 
student.  
(2) It is unlawful for an educational authority to discriminate against a student 
on the ground of the student's disability or a disability of any of the student's 
associates:  
(a) by denying the student access, or limiting the student's access, to any 
benefit provided by the educational authority; or  
(b) by expelling the student; or  
(c) by subjecting the student to any other detriment. 
‘Educational authority’ is defined in Section 4 to include anybody or person operating 
an educational institution, including a school, college, university or any other 
institution at which education or training is provided. 
Stated simply, the Disability Discrimination Act makes unlawful any action by 
schools, which may discriminate against a student on the grounds of a disability.  This 
prohibition is extended to the enrolment process and in particular, the curriculum 
delivery to any such students. 
 
Under the legislation, two (2) types of discrimination are recognised, direct (Section 
5) and indirect discrimination (Section 6). The fundamental underlying principle of 
direct discrimination is the concept of ‘less favourable treatment’, therefore in relation 
to discrimination in education, the test would suggest that no student should receive a 
less acceptable standard of education as a result of his/her disability than a student 
without a disability in the same educational setting.  Forlin and Forlin (1998) suggest 
that such a test which does not mandate an inclusive policy be adopted by educators, 
but does require that educational institutions provide facilities and programs to 
students with disabilities that allow for an equal access to educational programming as 
in Martinovic v Ministry of Education EOC 92-264.  In this case it was alleged that 
two students who suffered from both a hearing and intellectual impairment had been 
discriminated against by receiving less than favourable treatment.  The Victorian 
Equal Opportunity Board rejected this contention and suggested that if the Victorian 
education department had provided the support and services requested for the 
children, it may well have amounted to discrimination against other children in the 
same educational setting. 
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Indirect discrimination is defined in Section 6 of the DDA and states; 
For the purpose of this Act, a person (“discriminator”) discriminates against 
another person (“aggrieved person”) on the ground of a disability of the 
aggrieved person if the discriminator requires the aggrieved person to comply 
with a requirement or condition: 
(a) with which a substantially higher proportion of persons without the 
disability comply or are able to comply; and 
(b) which is not reasonable having regard to the circumstances of the case; and 
(c) with which the aggrieved person does not or is not able to comply.  
 
A requirement that the discriminator, in this case, schools or the educational authority, 
does or does not have an intent to discriminate is not relevant (Ramsay & Shorten, 
1996).   
 
The complainant is required to show that the educational institution has imposed a 
requirement or a condition upon him/her with which a substantially higher proportion 
of ‘regular’ students could comply, but with which the complainant could not comply 
and it was not reasonable in the circumstances that he/she should comply (Lindsay, 
1998).   
 
An example of where the courts have found indirect discrimination is seen in the case, 
Clarke v Catholic Education Office & Anor [2003] FCA 1085.  This case involved the 
application under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) brought by Mr Clarke 
for his son, Jacob who was profoundly deaf.  It was alleged that Jacob Clarke was 
discriminated against by the Catholic Education Office (on admission to secondary 
school) on the grounds of its refusal to provide the provision of Australian Sign 
Language interpreting assistance and instead relied upon note taking as the primary 
communication tool. 
 
The case was heard by the Federal Court of Australia and dealt with the key question 
as to whether under the circumstances, it was reasonable for the education authorities 
not to take greater steps to provide Australian Sign Language (Auslan) interpreting 
assistance for classroom instruction.  Such assistance had been provided at the 
primary school at which the complainant attended.  The Catholic Education Office 
also operated this school. 
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As with similar cases dealing with allegations of discrimination against students on 
the grounds of their disability, the court focused on the enrolment procedures adopted 
by the secondary school and their unwillingness to consider the provision of required 
services.  The enrolment process for high school entry for Jacob began in early 1999, 
with his parents completing an enrolment form in May 1999, some 7-8 months prior 
to him commencing Year Seven.  The parents were involved in a number of meetings 
throughout 1999 with staff from the prospective school at which proposed models of 
support were discussed.  An offer of a high school place was made to the Clarkes on 
the understanding that they accept a model of support which had remained unchanged 
from the initial offer despite the Clarke’s input and offer of financial assistance to the 
school to ensure Auslan interpreting was a key element of Jacob’s support plan. 
Madgwick J held, 
  There was nothing in the offer of enrolment to suggest that the 
College accepted the need for Jacob to have signing support or that 
the respondents would embrace and actively seek such support.  It was  
submitted that the evidence indicates, in reality, an absence of an 
intention to provide the support.(Para. 64) 
 
It was concluded by the court that Jacob would have been, for at least part of every 
day, a non-participant and would not have been receiving an effective education under 
the proposed support plan.  Madgwick, J. went on to note that the unwillingness of the 
High School to seriously attempt to accommodate the needs of the student and to 
embrace the challenges stood in marked contrast to the attitudes displayed by the 
primary school.  Indeed, the court questioned the failure of the defence to call the 
Principal of the High School, stating: 
  She should have been able to explain any in-school problems and to 
  have dispelled suspicion that unwillingness to adapt underlay her  
  apparent reluctance to make the necessary arrangements and give the  
  necessary assurances to the Clarkes.(Para. 69) 
 
The breaches of the law, which the school was responsible for, could be seen as an 
incident of unreasonable conduct rather than a systematic intolerance for students with 
disabilities.  However, the judge commented, “The road to infraction of 
discrimination law, as to other places to be avoided, may be paved with good 
intentions.” (Para 57) 
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Two further instances of the courts dealing with indirect discrimination can be found 
in the cases of Hurst and Devlin v Education Queensland [2005] FCA 405 and Hurst 
v State of Queensland [2006] FCAFC 100.  These two cases also involved 
complainants, Tiahna Hurst and Ben Devlin who were deaf from birth and used 
Auslan to communicate.  The Queensland Department of Education had made a 
decision to not provide the students with an education in Auslan. 
 
It was argued that this failure to provide instruction in Auslan amounted to indirect 
discrimination on the grounds that the Education Department requirement or imposed 
a condition that both students received instruction in English only.  This requirement 
with which most students could comply, but a significant proportion of students who 
were deaf could not it, it was argued was unreasonable.   
Ben Devlin was successful with the court judgment that he had been discriminated 
against, however the judge in the first instance held that because Tiahna Hurst had the 
ability to understand some English she could cope with receiving her instruction in 
English and she had not been discriminated against. 
The Hurst’s appealed the decision to the full court of the Federal Court where the 
court held that the correct test that should have been applied was not whether Tiahna 
could cope with her instruction being in English but whether she would suffer a 
disadvantage in complying with the Education Department’s requirement that 
instruction be conducted in English and not Auslan.  The Court held that this was the 
case and that Tiahna had been discriminated against. 
The legislation does, however, provide a defence for schools to discriminate lawfully 
against a student with disabilities, as when for example; catering to the student’s 
educational needs would create an unjustifiable hardship upon the educational 
authority. 
  
 Section 22(4) DDA 1992 (Cth) 
This section does not render it unlawful to refuse or fail to accept a person's 
application for admission as a student at an educational institution where the 
person, if admitted as a student by the educational authority, would require 
services or facilities that are not required by students who do not have a 
disability and the provision of which would impose unjustifiable hardship on 
the educational authority. 
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This defence is only available in relation to adjustments required for the enrolment of 
the student within an educational setting, and is not available in relation to 
adjustments that become apparent after enrolment of the student (Scott and Bernadette 
Finney v Hills Grammar School [1999] HREOCA 14).  (Note these remarks predate 
the later amendments which are discussed below).   
 
A similar defence is available under the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act, Section 
35, which states: 
35 Special services or facilities required 
(1) It is not unlawful for a person to discriminate on the basis of 
impairment against another person with respect to a matter that is 
otherwise prohibited under subdivision 1 if— 
(a) the other person would require special services or facilities; and 
(b) the supply of special services or facilities would impose 
unjustifiable hardship on the first person. 
(2) Whether the supply of special services or facilities would impose 
unjustifiable hardship depends on the circumstances set out in section 5. 
 
It is possible therefore that an educational authority may be found to have 
discriminated against a student with disabilities, however as a result of the operation 
of the defence, the discrimination encountered by an individual may deemed to be 
lawful.   
 
Slee (2011, p. 113) criticises this legislative exemption as ‘clauses of conditionality’ 
and views it as a tool to deny the rights of the disabled and subvert not the letter of the 
law, but the spirit of it.  He raises this objection to illustrate the spacious room for 
interpretative liberty of the legislation and the available defences. 
 
In 2005, Section 22 of the Disability Discrimination Act was amended to extend the 
protection of the unjustifiable hardship defence to educational authorities in broader 
circumstance than just enrolment.  This amendment brought the DDA in line with the 
anti-discrimination legislation in the State and Territory jurisdictions. 
One case which held that the educational authority had ‘lawfully’ discriminated 
against a student under the Queensland Act was L v Minister for Education [1996] 
QADT 2.  In that case, “L” a seven-year-old student who was intellectually impaired 
was suspended from her local primary school on the grounds of ‘behaviours 
prejudicial to the good order and discipline of the school’, with a recommendation 
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that the student be excluded from the school.  The Anti-Discrimination Tribunal, 
Queensland, held that the student’s behaviour was part of her disability and that her 
disruptive behaviours were elemental to her impairment and that without such 
behaviours she would not have been suspended from the school.  It was maintained 
that the suspension and proposed exclusion were less favourable treatment in 
comparison to that received by a non-disabled peer and that “L” had been 
discriminated against under s.10 (1) of the Anti-Discrimination Act.  The Tribunal, 
however, in considering the question of whether the defence of unjustifiable hardship 
was available to the respondent took into account the issues of; the cost in providing 
an educational program within the regular school for “L”, demands imposed upon the 
classroom teacher and disruption to other students and concluded that the Department 
of Education had established the exemption under the Queensland legislation.  An 
establishment of this defence of unjustifiable hardship can also be seen in P v 
Director-General, Department of Education [1997] QADT 11 and to the same extent 
in I v O’Rourke and Corinda State High School (2001), but failed in Scott and 
Bernadette Finney v Hills Grammar School [1999] in relation to costs associated with 
making reasonable accommodation for the student (this was of course in relation to 
pre-enrolment practices).  This final case was brought under the Federal legislation. 
 
Possibly the landmark case in Australia with regards the DDA within education is that 
of Purvis v New South Wales (Department of Education and Training) [2003] HCA 
62, decided ultimately by the High Court of Australia.  This case illustrates the 
reasoning adopted by the members of the High Court, but also reveals the tensions 
existing in relation to rights of students and inclusion. 
 
The case involved the exclusion of Daniel Hoggan (the ward of the appellant Purvis) 
who suffered brain damage as an infant, resulting in an intellectual as well as a visual 
impairment.  Daniel also suffered from epilepsy, but was enrolled in a regular high 
school after attending a segregated setting during his primary school years.  After a 
series of suspensions from schools as a result of violence towards staff and students 
Daniel was excluded from school. 
 
The basis of the actions taken by the appellant were on the grounds that Daniel’s 
behaviour was a direct result of his disability and that by excluding Daniel from 
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school, it had directly discriminated against him by his being treated less favourably 
than his non-disabled peers.  The High Court by a five : two majority dismissed the 
appeal.  The Court held that the definition of the term ‘disability’ under the Disability 
Discrimination Act (1992) had to be read in a broad sense and that the behaviour 
resulting from a disability was included within such a definition.   
 
The second question before the Court was whether the appropriate ‘comparator’ had 
been adopted.  Section 5(1) of the DDA requires a comparison to be made with the 
treatment that a person without the disability in similar circumstances would have 
been given.  This comparison was required to be made to determine whether a person 
with disabilities had been treated less favourably than a person without the disability. 
Counsel for the appellant argued that as Daniel’s violent behaviour was a result of his 
disability, the relevant comparator would be a student who did not engage in such 
violent behaviour.  This argument was rejected by the Court, which maintained that it 
is the actual circumstances which surround the alleged discriminatory treatment.  The 
focus should therefore be on what would be done in circumstances where the person 
concerned was not disabled.  Thus the proper comparator should be with the treatment 
of a non-disabled student who behaves in a violent way (Ierodiaconou & Taseff, 
2003). 
 
Glesson CJ stated:  
 In construing the Act, there is no warrant for an assumption that, in seeking 
 to protect the rights of disabled pupils, Parliament intended to disregard  
 Australia’s obligation to protect the rights of other pupils.  Furthermore, a  
 contention that the legislative power of the Commonwealth Parliament  
 extends to obliging State educational authorities to accept, or continue to  
 accommodate, pupils whose conduct is a serious threat to the safety of  
 other pupils, or staff, or school property, would require careful scrutiny.  
(Para 6), 
 
It is interesting to note the similarities in the judicial reasoning between the members 
of the High Court of Australia and members of the United States judiciary.  In 
considering the concept of the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), the US Court of 
Appeal formulated a four part test to be applied in determining which settings for 
students with disabilities are more educationally appropriate.  The test considered: 
• the opportunities for educational benefit in the regular class verses a  
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segregated setting 
• the opportunity for the development of non-academic skills 
• the impact of the disabled child’s presence on the education of others;  
• whether the cost of inclusion is justifiable 
 
The US court of Appeals in Oberti v Board of Education of Clementon School District 
995 F.2d 1204, held as had the High Court in Purvis, that the extreme behaviour of a 
student can and should be taken into account in determining whether a more 
restrictive placement should be recommended.  A continuum of alternative 
placements is currently the law in the United States (Daniel, 1997).  This continuum 
of placements appears to mirror current practice within the Australian setting. 
Cook and Slee (1999) suggest that a scheme of anti-discrimination legislation does 
not in itself result in a culture of inclusion.  Clauses of conditionality (Slee, 1996) 
within the scheme of legislation provide specific denial of rights of access and 
participation within the primary school.  The unjustifiable hardship exemption in the 
DDA as discussed previously is an example of this extinguishment of rights.  The 
infrastructure of exclusion is thus sustained and legitimised within legislation. 
 
The decision by the High Court has been criticised by a number of authors (Campbell, 
2005; Slee, 2011; Smith, 2008) who suggest that the Court ignored the social theorist 
perspectives in regards disability and relied on individualised and stereotypical 
understandings of disability and thus perpetuate the social exclusion of students with 
disabilities (Campbell, 2005, p. 202). 
 
The Disability Discrimination Act and Other Human Rights Legislation Amendment 
Act (2009) introduced a number of amendments to the Act which commenced in 
August 2009.  The amendments were in response to the Productivity Commission’s 
2004 report on Federal anti-discrimination legislation and also partly in response to 
the judicial argument in the Purvis case. 
 
The amendments to the legislation included a change to Section 4 of the Disability 
Discrimination Act definition of disability to include the High Court’s ruling that 
disability includes the behaviour that is a symptom or manifestation of the disability.  
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In addition, Section 5 now requires a reasonable adjustment to be made for a person 
with a disability.  Failure to make a reasonable adjustment can be view as an act of 
discrimination. 
 
A reasonable adjustment is defined in the Act in Section 4(1) as  
an adjustment to be made by a person is a reasonable adjustment unless 
making the adjustment would impose an unjustifiable hardship on the person. 
 
In the case of Hurst v State of Queensland [2006] FCAFC 100 the effect of the 
amendment would be not whether the complainant would be able to comply with the 
condition or requirement but whether he/she would be seriously disadvantaged if the 
adjustment was not made and the complainant was required to comply with the 
condition. 
 
2.8.1 Disability Standards for Education 2005 
 
Under the Disability Discrimination Act (Cth) 1992 the Federal Education Minister 
was afforded the power to develop standards of practice that were designed to clarify 
the legal obligations of educational authorities and institutions in the provision of 
educational services.  Section 32 of the Act, also made it unlawful for these standards 
once enacted to be violated.  The Federal Government released the Disability 
Standards for Education (Cth) 2005 (Commonwealth Government of Australia, 2005) 
in July 2005, thirteen years after the enactment of the Federal DDA.  Slee (2011) 
argues that the actions of teacher unions and the potential financial pressures imposed 
by the proposed Standards resulted in this thirteen year delay.  Slee continues, 
suggesting that in public policy and industrial relations, inclusion remains a burden on 
society rather than an aspiration.  These Standards formulated under the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992 seek to clarify and elaborate the legal obligations in relation 
to education.  The Standards were adopted in part to address discriminatory practices 
identified in the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References 
Committee Inquiry into Education of Students with Disabilities (2002).  The draft 
report on the Productivity Commission Review of the Disability Discrimination Act 
also strongly supported the formulation of a set of standards.  This review supported 
the Disability Discrimination Act as an appropriate approach to enforce the rights of 
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people with disabilities, and found that the Disability Discrimination Act has been 
more effective in the area of education than in other areas (Department of Education 
Science and Training, 2004). 
 
The Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Cth) apply to all educational settings 
from pre-school education through to university campuses and programs; however 
child-care providers are excluded from the Standards.  The Standards extend to 
include students who are also potential students (Section 3.2) 
 
The Standards cover the following areas of: 
• enrolment 
A person with a disability must be able to seek enrolment and receive advice 
and support on the same basis as a person without the disability and without 
any form of discrimination. 
• participation 
A person with a disability must be able to participate in a course or program 
offered by the educational institution to the same extent as a person without a 
disability. 
• curriculum development, accreditation and delivery 
An educational institution must make reasonable steps to ensure that the 
course or program is designed in such a way that the student is, or any student 
with a disability is, able to participate in the learning experiences.  This 
includes any relevant assessment and certification requirements processes. 
• student support services 
 An educational institution must take reasonable steps to ensure a student with  
 a disability is able to access and use the support services provided by the  
 institution on the same basis as a person without the disability. 
• elimination of harassment and victimisation.  
An educational institution must develop and implement programs and 
strategies to prevent harassment of victimisation of a student with a disability.  
This obligation is extended to protect associates of a student with a disability.   
 
This obligation includes ensuring that staff and students are informed of their 
obligations to not harass or victimise a student with disabilities, to ensure appropriate 
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action is taken if harassment occurs and that there exists a complaint mechanism for 
students with disabilities to report allegations of harassment. 
 
Part 9 of the Standards extents the Anti- Discrimination Act to apply in relation to 
persons who have an association with person with a disability.  In this regard, the 
perceptions and experiences of parents investigated in this study are more valid as 
they are considered persons who are provided for under both the Standards and the 
Act for the purposes of discrimination. 
 
There continues to exist under the Standards a number of exceptions, the most notable 
of these is that of unjustifiable hardship.  Unjustifiable hardship is defined as per the 
Anti-Discrimination Act (Cth) 1992 Section 11 as discussed above.  The effect of this 
exemption is that the Standards do not make it unlawful for an education institution to 
fail to comply with the Standards if to the extent that such compliance would impose 
an unjustifiable hardship on the provider. 
 
Section 31(1A) of the Disability Discrimination Act was introduced to facilitate the 
operation of the Standards, however Ronalds (2008, p. 175) has questioned the 
effectiveness and validity of the Standards; 
There are some complex legal issues about the attempted ambit and coverage 
of both of the Standards.  It is arguable that they try and extend beyond the 
coverage of the Disability Discrimination Act and so are not valid. 
 
It is not known what the judicial interpretation of the Standards may be as they are yet 
to be considered by the courts.  In Mason & Anor v Methodist Ladies College [2009] 
FMCA570 there was an attempt by the applicant in that case to bring the matter to 
court, however the matter only considered an application to move the hearing to the 
Federal Court, leaving the Standards unconsidered.  It was noted by the Federal 
Magistrate Lucev (2009 Para. 7): 
In this case, it appears to be, and the Court accepts counsel for the applicant’s 
contention, which is not disputed by counsel for the respondent, that there are 
no relevant cases in relation to disability discrimination in education which go 
to the application of the Disability Standards For Education 2005 (Cth), 
which were published for the first time in August 2005. 
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Most recently, the Federal government has announced a review of the Disability 
Standards in December 2010.  The purpose of the review is to (Department of 
Education Employment and Workplace Relationships, 2010, p. 7); 
… determine whether the Standards are effective and whether they continue to 
be the most efficient mechanism for achieving the objectives of the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA). 
 
At the time of this study the outcome and findings of this review is yet to be released 
by the Federal Government. 
 
The final section of chapter two outlines the conceptual framework and the key 
questions around which this study is based are identified. 
 
2.9 Conceptual model 
 
2.9.1 A model of inclusion 
 
Although anti-discrimination legislation has been enacted in Australia for a 
considerable period of time, parents of children with disabilities continue to perceive 
that their children receive less favourable, discriminatory treatment from schools 
(National People with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009).  Children with 
disabilities are generally considered the most vulnerable in society and it is the voice 
of the parents which advocates for the needs of this group. 
 
The conceptual framework (Figure 2.3 and 2.4) developed in this chapter attempts to 
address the varying theories and perspectives in relation to inclusion, and it also 
focuses on the importance of parents and schools working together in the educational 
journey of students with disabilities.  In brief, it is the parents who most often have to 
negotiate with educational institutions to uphold their responsibility to ensure their 
children are educated appropriately.  Consequently it is the experience of parents that 
provides the focus for this study. 
 
The conceptual framework (Figure 2.3 and 2.4) is based on knowledge and 
understanding of both common law and anti-discrimination legislation having an 
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impact upon all facets of education and, in particular, upon the education of students 
with disabilities.  
 
More specifically, the conceptual framework was established on an understanding of 
the various understandings or perspectives that underplay the policy and practice of 
inclusion. It adopts a dilemmatic framework, a framework by which the construct of 
disability can be viewed which acknowledges the prevailing tensions between the 
social and political worlds which influence inclusion (Norwich, 2006).    
 
This dilemmatic framework adopted in this study is underpinned by a social 
constructivist approach to inclusion, which views disability as a social construct 
which is seen within a shifting political, economic and social context, which can often 
be discriminatory and exclusionary in nature (Slee & Allan, 2001).  Inclusion cannot 
be viewed as an isolated practice adopted in schools, rather it must be seen as a 
reflection of values and beliefs belonging to the dominant groups within the society in 
which the school operate.  Without critical examination of inclusion, such steps run 
the risk of becoming “little more than an epithet of assimilation” (Slee & Allan, 2001). 
Such a view of inclusive education promotes a notion that inclusive education is not 
simply an end in itself, rather it should be viewed as a precondition of a democratic 
society (Knight, 2000). 
The principle of ‘inclusion’ becomes a means contributing to defined ends; 
‘inclusion is not treated as an end in itself.  Proposed here is a cognitive 
democratic theory of education that merges ‘inclusive education’ and social 
inclusion, within broader epistemological principles.  (p. 17) 
 
Bernstein (1996) developed this notion of democratic education and suggests that 
within an effective democracy their exists certain preconditions; individuals must 
believe they have an interest in the society in which they live and individuals must be 
confident that the structures, political conventions and systems will allow the 
individual to realise this interest.  These preconditions are supported by three 
interrelated rights.  One of these rights is the right of participation.  Bernstein clearly 
delineates between inclusion within a democratic education and absorption which he 
views as an exclusion from education.  This democratic involvement (Halpin, 1999) 
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in education cannot be exercised without considering new institutions of democratic 
practice, which in itself generates a series of dilemmas for individuals and institutions. 
This dilemmatic framework requires that inclusion should not be regarded outside the 
social contexts in which it may be found.  A policy environment which promotes 
national testing and school ‘league tables’ as a means of determining winners and 
losers of an education system creates a number of fundamental obstacles in the 
consideration of inclusive schooling models.  Such model of inclusion further 
challenges traditional notions of special educators as ‘experts’.  Slee suggests that 
notions of expert is fundamentally a political statement and that such posturing is too 
often seen as the knower and as such alternative views and experiences are seen as 
having lesser value or at worst, counter-productive.   
This dilemmatic framework acknowledges that all ‘voices’ should be heard and 
accredited with equal value, however it also acknowledges the pragmatic reality that 
in making decisions and taking action, some voices will be given precedent over 
others.  This is not to suggest that there is not a place for a degree or level of expertise, 
rather the educator may be better positioned as a cultural worker (Slee, 2000) who 
may think otherwise about their work in a world that is very different to that in which 
they trained.  When the educator observes, through an alternative  perspective,  the 
divergent yet often complementary voices it may be possible to synthetise discordant 
positions. 
These understandings can be seen as a view, perspective or position through which 
the subject- inclusion is viewed.  The various perspectives in turn give rise to the 
different theoretical notions of inclusion.  The review of the literature revealed that 
the various perspectives at play are seldom acknowledged.  In brief, the theory/policy 
of inclusion can be seen as the battleground in which a number of different 
understandings conflict (Dyson 1999).  It falls upon parents to attempt to negotiate 
this ‘battleground’ in their attempts to seek an educational setting which will meet the 
needs of their child.  These understandings will be discussed in detail. 
 
The inherent state of conflict within this perceived battleground is multi-faceted.  
Inclusion generates complex relationships and alliances.  Some of these are ‘policy-
orientated’ discourses, or as a research discourse verses a rights one or as a research 
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discourse verses an advocacy one.  The field of inclusion can be seen as what Paul 
and Ward (1996) characterise as ‘paradigms in conflict’ or as described by Norwich 
(2009), as ‘dilemmas of difference’. 
 
Teaching practitioners, school administrators and entire school communities are 
unable to sweep aside realities caused by Norwich’s (2009) dilemmas of difference.  
This suggests that core theories of inclusion are conceived apart from as opposed to 
part of reality.  It is the reality of practice, however which will ultimately yield goals 
inherent in inclusion theory.  Inclusion is a plural construct with divergent priorities.  
Indeed, within each interest plurality lays additional layers, often only emerging when 
stakeholders feel aggrieved.  Moreover, spheres of influence are not finite rather they 
evolve throughout the implementation period of inclusion and need evolving solutions 
for its resolution.  Figure 2.4 illustrates the ‘spheres of influences’ and their 
overlaying impact upon children with disabilities. 
 
The spheres of influence impact upon each other in different ways.  Legislation and 
case law impacts upon both the school and the parent, although the legislation and 
judicial decisions are adopted into practice in a variety of ways.  For parents of 
children with disabilities, the effect of anti-discrimination laws can be seen as 
liberating or empowering caregivers to provide opportunities for their children.  The 
effect of such legislation schemes upon schools can be seen in through the case law.  
Schools could be forced to change practices, not in an effort to empower, but to 
simply comply with legislation.  Unfortunately, such a consequence frequently breeds 
resentment within schools with parents of disabled children bearing the brunt of 
animosity, an example of which can be seen in the anti-discrimination cases. 
 
Externally and internally to this legal sphere operates various interpretive 
perspectives.  These can be seen to either underlie or overlap the view of inclusion.  
Not dissimilar to the unpredictability of soap bubbles blown by a child, either fusing 
in harmony or colliding mid-air, so too inclusion spheres have the ability to either 
compliment or collide, the latter prospect generating potential conflict between school 
and parents.  The spheres’ unpredictability makes inclusion implementation an 
ongoing challenge for all stakeholders. 
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2.9.2 Dilemmas of difference 
 
In many ways this conflict between the spheres interacting with the various settings is 
similar to Norwich’s ‘Dilemmatic’ framework (Norwich, 2006, 2008a, 2009).  This 
framework can be used to recognise and describe the value tensions that exist between 
inclusion and equity and differentiation and specialist resourcing.  It is an attempt to 
recognise and address the context of a constantly changing social and political world 
which influence policy and practice regarding inclusion.  The framework recognises 
that there exist dilemmas within our community in relation to difference and 
differentiation. 
 
A basic dilemma exists in whether or not the difference between disabled and non-
disabled persons should be recognised, as in either case there is the possibility for 
negative outcomes associated with devaluation, rejection, denial of opportunity and 
social stigma.  Within our democratic societies there are pluralist notions in relation to 
human difference and what is commonly referred to as differentiation in education.  
The negative perspective of difference is that it reflects lower status, indicates a lesser 
value, and perpetuates inequalities and unfair treatment.  The positive view is that in 
recognising difference it reflects the recognition of individuality and individual needs 
and interests.  It is these tensions between the concepts of difference that results in the 
dilemmas of difference in our schools, workplaces and the debate within the wider 
community (Norwich, 2006). 
 
The roots of Norwich’s framework can be seen in the work by Dahl (1982) and Berlin 
(1990) where the notions of dilemmas of difference evolved from political concepts 
about ideological dilemmas and the socio-legal analyses by Minow (1985, 1990) as to 
how difference is treated by legal systems which are committed to egalitarian values.  
Norwich (2009) argues that there has been little theorising of educational matters 
from a dilemmas perspective and although the term ‘dilemma’ is used in research, this 
often  is simply an alternative definition for a problem or issue.  Judge (1981) 
suggests that a dilemma is a situation where there exists a choice and neither outcome 
is favourable.  In this way, Judge suggests that our purposes in education generally 
tend to be conflicting, contradictory and seldom examined critically.  Judge identified 
five common dilemmas that are encountered in education: 
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- Utility v. culture 
One example of this dilemma can be seen in education’s contribution to the economic 
well-being of both the individual and society (utility), but at the same time contribute 
to the ideals of personal fulfilment and social harmony (culture). 
 
- Fair selection v. comprehensiveness and universality in school 
examinations 
- Common v diverse school curriculum 
 
Such a dilemma can be seen in the introduction of an Australian National Curriculum.  
The intent is to ensure that a universal school curriculum is adopted in every school 
throughout Australia.  However the effect of such a common curriculum will have a 
negative impact upon the diversity that many school curricula offer their students.  
Judge argues that such slavish attention to the principle of community may impact 
upon schools’ willingness to recognise diversity and neglect the needs of individual 
students.  It is argued by a number of writers that the introduction of national testing 
the National Assessment Program- Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) has had this 
very effect (Slee 2011),  
 
- Management v autonomy 
- Function v profession (regarding teachers’ roles) 
 
Although Judge’s work is some thirty year old, the dilemmas he identified in his work 
are still relevant.  Judge (1981) does not suggest that the choices presented in the 
examination of educational matters using a dilemma perspective as easy, rather in 
recognising the dilemmas we take a significant step in exposing the contradictions 
which is a “necessary preliminary” (p. 115) to making choices.  The choices are not 
absolutes but rather should be seen as dilemmas and in choosing to adjust the balance, 
the individual and wider society must understand the consequences of such a choice in 
policy and in action. 
 
Norwich draws an analogy between Judge’s work and the work of Dahl’s analysis of 
dilemmas in a plural democracy.  Dahl (1982) argues that in a plural democracy, 
individuals require some form of autonomy, however they also require some form of 
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control to ensure that the individual does not subject others to injustice or weaken 
democracy.  Dahl identified six different dilemmas in his work: 
 -rights vs. utility 
 - exclusive vs. inclusive demos 
 -equality among individual vs. equality among organisations 
 -uniformity vs. diversity 
 -centralisation vs. decentralisation 
 -concentration vs. dispersal of power and political resources 
 
The similarities between the two authors are evident.  Dahl’s basic dilemma of 
autonomy and control can be seen in Judge’s management and autonomy dilemma.   
Judge’s dilemma of a common curriculum verses a diverse school curriculum is a 
specific example of Dahl’s dilemma of uniformity and diversity (Norwich, 2009).   
 
Dahl, like Judge and Norwich argues that simply recognising a dilemma is not in itself 
enough, but is also a call for action (p. 107).  Recognising the dilemmas provides 
contemplations that should be taken into account when considering the alternatives a 
dilemma produce.  Whilst Dahl fails to examine the implications of a dilemmatic 
approach, Berlin (1990) provides a political analysis of such an approach.  Berlin 
maintains that not all values are compatible with one another and as such create 
tensions which may not result in satisfactory solutions.  Berlin (1990, p. 13) states  
 
 The notion of the perfect whole, the ultimate solution, in which all good things 
 coexist, seems to be not merely unattainable- that is a truism but conceptually 
 incoherent; I do not know what is meant by harmony of this kind.  Some of the  
 great goods cannot live together.  That is a conceptual truth.  We are doomed  
 to choose, and every choice may entail an irreparable loss. 
 
More recently, Dyson (2001) has utilized a dilemmatic perspective in his 
interpretation of special education policy and practice in the United Kingdom over 
time.  Dyson draws upon the work of Norwich (1994) and Artiles (1998) in his 
historical exploration, examined trends in special education in light of a dilemmatic 
approach. 
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The remainder of this chapter will examine the tension created by the underlying 
perspectives of inclusion and the tensions/dilemmas that these create between the 
various ‘spheres of influence’.  In this study, the dilemmatic approach of Norwich has 
been extended by recognising that each sphere and the particular perspectives of the 
stakeholder provides an additional complicating dilemma, the dilemmatic method is 
not a two dimensional approach, but it an attempt to recognise the multi-dimensional 
nature of a dilemmatic view of inclusion.  The Figure 2.3 and 2.4 are an attempt to 
create a visual representation of these dilemmas.  Like an onion with its many layers, 
each layer- Practices, Policy, Efficacy and Rights provides a different dilemma for 
students, parents, teachers, the legislature and the courts and within the wider society. 
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Figure 2.3 
A conceptual model of the influences upon parents and schools in relation to the education of students with disabilities 
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Figure 2.4 
Spheres of influence on inclusion 
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2.9.3 Spheres of influence 
 
The main argument driving the inclusion movement has centred on the issue of human 
rights (Ainscow et al., 2006; Mittler, 2000; Slee, 2011).  A tension exists in 
supporting the rights of the students with disabilities to an education with their non-
disabled peers.  It is the rights of the child with disabilities should be the paramount 
consideration in relation to the education setting and programming which is in 
contrast with those educators who urge that inclusion should move forward based on 
evidence and academic rigour.  It is argued that it is a basic right of all children to 
attend their regular school and to be fully included in the academic and social life.  
Any form of segregation is viewed as a threat to the achievement of this basic right.  
 
The rights discourse focuses on the rights of students, particularly those with 
disabilities and takes a critical view of traditional forms of special education 
(segregation).  Such a discourse is critical of the traditional models of education 
because they are viewed as serving the interests of advantaged members of society by 
maintaining and rationalising the segregation of children with disabilities, thus 
contributing to their oppression (Abberley, 1987).  Such a discourse suggests that 
maintaining special schools is at odds with the establishment of an equitable society.  
The argument then follows that social justice can only be achieved through inclusion 
(Dyson 1999).  This notion of rights has been the dominant discourse in relation to 
inclusion over the previous ten years. 
 
The efficacy discourse relating closely to the rights discourse, argues that inclusive 
schooling can produce effective outcomes for students, as well as being more cost-
efficient than segregated special education.  This notion as proposed in the Salamanca 
Statement (UNESCO, 1994) has been questioned by a number of writers  (Baker, 
Wang, & Walberg, 1994; Hegarty, 1993; Sebba & Sachdev, 1997; Tilstone, Florian, 
& Rose, 1998) 
 
The political discourse sees the transition to inclusive schooling as conflicting with a 
range of vested interest groups (teachers, parent interest groups etc.) and as a result 
creates a struggle within itself (Vlachou, 1997).  This struggle is what differentiates 
the political discourse from the pragmatic discourse which focuses on what inclusive 
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education looks like in practice.  Within this discourse is a significant concern with 
the nature of schools as organisations.  Within this discourse, inclusion is not seen as 
conflict or struggle but rather as something that results from taking the correct action 
at various levels of policy-making and implementation (Ainscow, 1999; Ashman & 
Elkins, 1998; Stainback & Stainback, 1990). 
 
Dyson (1999) argues that the ethics and rights discourse when joined by the political 
discourse tends to operate with a concept of social justice that is based upon notions 
of participatory democracy in which difference is celebrated and no person is 
excluded.  Such discourses are primarily interested in the ethical and political order of 
the inclusive school and tend to focus little attention on the details of educational 
structures and practices.  The efficacy discourse when joined by the pragmatic 
discourse (that of practice) operates within a model of social justice aimed at 
producing equitable access to educational services.  It focuses on the educational 
order of the inclusive school and has as a primary focus the practical matters of the 
educational organisation.   
 
2.9.3.1 Rights sphere 
Within the rights discourse, a tension is created in relation to whose rights are 
championed and the potential for the promotion of one party’s rights, eg. Students 
with disabilities, at the expense of others (their non-disabled peers).  While there is 
the potential for tension to be generated between the various spheres of the conceptual 
model, as a result of the discourse/lens through which inclusion is viewed or 
interpreted, the rights discourse exists with these internal tensions.  This tension could 
be seen in the case of Purvis v New South Wales (Department of Education and 
Training) [2003] HCA 62 as discussed previously where Chief Justice Glesson 
acknowledged the competing rights dilemma: 
   
The first respondent owed a duty of care towards its pupils and its staff.  That 
is part of the legal background to the operation of the provisions of the Act 
dealing with education.  In its application to educational authorities, the Act 
enters an area of relationships governed by legal obligations designed to 
protect the young and vulnerable.  In the development of Common Law 
principle, it is appropriate, and sometimes necessary, for a Court to take 
account of the need for coherence in the law.  For example, in Sullivan v 
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Moody, the Court asked how the duty of care of the kind there under 
consideration could be related rationally to the functions, powers and 
responsibilities of the persons and authorities said to owe that duty.  In 
construing legislation, it may be appropriate to ask a similar question.  The 
obligations which arise from the Act have to be related to the functions, 
powers and responsibilities of the first respondent.  Furthermore, the conduct 
of the first respondent can only be evaluated fairly in the light of an 
understanding of those functions, powers and responsibilities.  The Act in its 
application to educational authorities, and in its prohibition of discrimination 
against persons on the ground of a disability, requires a judgment both as to 
alleged differential treatment as to the ground upon which action was taken. 
In both respects, it is impossible to ignore the context in which the first 
respondent, by its officers, was acting.  It was charged with the care and 
protection of all the pupils in the school in question.  The first respondent 
showed concern and sensitivity in its dealings with the pupil.  It also 
recognised its legal responsibilities to the other pupils and to the school staff. 
If there is a reasonable construction of the Act which avoids a conflict between 
those responsibilities and the obligations imposed by the Act then that 
construction should be preferred.  And in the practical application of the Act 
in an evaluation of the conduct of the first respondent, those responsibilities 
should be kept in mind. (Para. 7) 
 
In January 2004, the United Nations developed a draft version of a new Convention 
on the Rights of the Disabled, developed with the underpinnings of an ethics and 
rights discourse.  The draft whilst met with general acceptance by the various 
disability lobby groups (World Blind Union, World Federation of the Deaf, Disabled 
Peoples International), Article 17 (Education) was criticised on the grounds that the 
Convention failed to ensure that all learners with disabilities have the right to 
inclusive learning in mainstream education (CSIE, 2004).  The Centre for Studies on 
Inclusive Education maintains that the Article actually works against this aim by 
providing for a right to choose segregated special education and by singling out 
particular categories of disability.  CSIE goes further to explain that if the new 
Convention is to fully enshrine the right to education in a single, inclusive system of 
education which is adaptable to the best interests of every child, the possibility of 
segregation should be removed and the obligation to ensure inclusion strengthened.  
Paragraph 3 of the proposed Article states: 
 Where the general education system does not adequately meet the needs of  
 persons with disabilities special and alternative forms of learning should be  
 made available.  Any such special and alternative forms of learning should … 
(c) allow a free and informed choice between general and special systems. 
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It is further argued that seeing segregation as a legitimate human right fails to take 
account of the mounting evidence of the detrimental effect on individuals and society 
of segregating disabled learners into special education facilities.  It would appear to be 
a peculiar argument that sees the promotion of one right over the right of choice. 
 
In an attack upon the rights discourse and its proponents, Sowell (1995) suggests that 
“empirical evidence is neither sought beforehand nor consulted after a policy has been 
instituted. ...Momentous questions are dealt with as conflicts of vision” (p.2)  Kavale 
and Mostert (2003) in a scathing attack of this view suggest that “the anointed do not 
require clear definitions, logical arguments, or empirical verifications because their 
alternate vision is empowered by cultish certainty and presumptive rightness” (p.193).  
This resistance to inclusion reflects the political discourses described by Dyson 
(1999).  He suggests,  
…this struggle is an essentially manichaean one between the forces of 
exclusion and the forces of inclusion; it is the advocacy of the need for 
struggle and the delineation of segregationist practices and concepts that 
preoccupy this discourse. (p.42) 
 
In Farrell’s (2001) view, arguments based solely on a ‘rights’ perspective tend to be 
logically and conceptually naïve (Farrell, 1997, 2000).  Low (1997) argues that it is 
the right of all children to a sound education.  Parents may argue that this basic right 
can only be met if their child attends a special school and that they should not be 
denied their right to choose such a setting.   
 
Within the complexity of rights and education, the question of rights of parents to 
choose the educational setting in which they want their child with disabilities to be 
educated arises.  The Salamanca Statement effectively removes the option of choice 
from parents in its advocacy of one educational setting, that of the regular school. 
 
Critical for the implementation of rights of children with disabilities is resourcing.  As 
Paulsen (1966) suggests, “no law can be better than its implementation, and 
implementation can be no better than resources permit.” (p. 48).  This is particularly 
so in the case of children with disabilities, a situation often overlooked by all parties 
to the debate.  Farrell (2001) also expresses the concern that by respecting the rights 
of children with disabilities by placing them into the regular school may pose a threat 
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to the students without disabilities to receive a superior education.  This point is 
overlooked by the rights discourse which only focuses on the rights of the student 
with a disability.  This notion of the rights of the disabled being championed over the 
rights of their non-disabled peers remains an obstacle for the inclusion movement.  
This conflict of rights can be seen as a critical factor within the discourse 
underpinning the conceptual framework. 
 
Olkin (1997) takes a more pragmatic view of the rights argument and offers what 
perhaps may be seen as a middle ground.  She suggests that children with disabilities 
are bicultural in that they live in mostly a non-disabled world, but also belong to the 
minority group of people living with disabilities.  Olkin (1997) suggests therefore that 
children with disabilities have the right to affiliate with peers both with and without 
disabilities and these children must learn to move easily between the two worlds.  Her 
argument is that by children having an affiliation with a group of people with 
disabilities helps to teach the commonalities of the disability experience and reduce 
isolation.  It also helps to break down the denial of disability families experience 
when trying to raise a child as ‘normal’ (Gill, 1994).   
 
2.9.3.2 Political sphere 
As discussed previously, the political discourse views the move towards a more 
inclusive school as conflicting with a range of interest groups, which in turn creates a 
struggle within itself.  One such conflict of interests, often overlooked in the inclusion 
debate, is the effect that high stakes testing is having upon regular schools and their 
willingness to pursue inclusion as an educational policy (Mawdsley & Cumming, 
2004).   
 
Accountability has been a major focus in reforms of education and external testing, or 
high-stakes testing.  In the United States, high-stakes testing refers to exams which are 
required to be taken at various grade levels.  If a student fails an exam, he or she will 
not be allowed to advance to the next year level.  Such exams must be passed before a 
student can graduate with a high school diploma (West, 2002).  Currently external 
testing (testing conducted through external agencies to schools) by the Queensland 
Department of Education and Training is conducted in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 as part of 
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the National Assessment Program of Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) .  While the 
Queensland and national testing regime is not designed to determine whether students 
progress to the next year level they are used by both Federal and State governments to 
evaluate the effectiveness of individual schools and students.  Many policy makers 
and educators are supporters of such tests because they are said to provide a low-cost 
method of measuring students’ knowledge holding schools and teachers accountable 
(Moran, 2000) and that high stakes testing is an effective motivation for public 
schools to reform and improve their programs (McDonnell, McLaughlin, & Morison, 
1997). 
 
West (2002) suggests that students in the United States who do not undertake such 
exams would receive a ‘special’ diploma or no diploma at all.  Leaving school without 
such a diploma can have negative effects on students’ future employment prospects 
and studies have shown that the drop-out rate of students with disabilities who have 
failed such exams is higher than any other group of student. 
 
Unlike the US experience, which requires students with disabilities to undertake such 
exams without any special accommodations or modifications to pass these exams 
before graduating, the Queensland processes do allow for minor modifications or 
exemptions.  However, such exemptions are limited to only students with severe 
intellectual impairments (Mawdsley & Cumming, 2004). 
 
In a submission to the Vinson Inquiry (2002), one parent remarked; 
Movement towards greater elitism in education, to selective schools, to 
emphasis on test scores etc. has really increased in momentum in the past five 
years.  All of these things work against the desire to promote co-operation, 
enhance communities and adopt a holistic approach to the education and 
well-being of children.  
 
Carter and O’Neil (1995) identified a number of dimensions of the central 
government’s thinking about education in the UK.  These included: 
 -enhanced student outcomes in employment-related skills and competencies; 
 -attaining more direct control over curriculum content and assessment; 
 -reducing costs to government 
 -increased community input to education by more direct involvement in school 
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 decision making and the pressure of market choice.  (p.9) 
This thinking by the ‘new right’ (Loxley & Thomas, 2001) is not restricted to just the 
UK but across the developed world as the proponents of this policy have made their 
impact. 
 
Loxley and Thomas (2001) argue that there exists a clear inconsistency between the 
celebration of diversity and the positive conception of difference with the imperative 
to promote national economic well-being.  External testing can be seen as one tool to 
bring about this ‘national imperative’.  Loxley and Thomas (2001) conclude: 
 
Now, as in the early 1990s, there exists a tension between the demands made 
on schools via the quasi-market and performativity and their inclusive 
responsibilities for those young children and young adults who could not or 
would not adapt to this environment. (p.299) 
 
The growing focus by the wider society on schools for greater levels of accountability 
is one illustration of the impact one of the spheres (society), from the conceptual 
model (Figures 2.3 and 2.4) can have upon another sphere (schools).  The notion of 
increased accountability as measured by external testing in turn results in increased 
friction between the school and parents of students with disabilities (Mawdsley & 
Cumming, 2004). 
 
 
2.10 Summary 
 
The landscape of inclusive education continues to be dominated by the ongoing 
debate between advocates for full inclusion and those moderating voices that 
recognise the tensions between the rights of students with disabilities and those 
students without disabilities.  The ongoing questioning of the value of inclusion as a 
‘one size fits all’ approach for children with disabilities continues to produce much 
angst within the community, but particularly for the parents of children with 
disabilities.  As argued by many writers, this is the wrong question and the focus 
should not be upon traditional approaches or perspectives of inclusion, but rather as 
Forbes (2007) suggests, it should be upon the quality of education for students with 
disabilities and the support they receive, regards of the setting.  What is consistent 
 Chapter 2 Literature Review 90 
among all ‘voices’ is the need for ongoing change in the ways that schools, medical 
professionals and education authorities work collaboratively with parents and children 
to ensure that the right of an education is one accessed by all.  
 
The conceptual framework proposed in this study provides the researcher with a tool 
to consider and attempt to reconcile the theories relation to inclusion with the various 
differing and sometimes complementary perspectives at play which underpin 
stakeholder voices.  The adoption of the conceptual framework provides a platform 
from which to ‘interrogate’ the theoretical underpinnings of inclusive practices and 
encourages the consideration of all perspectives of those involved.  As illustrated in 
this literature review, our understanding of inclusion is a collection of multiple 
theoretical perspectives and stakeholder views.  The conceptual framework as 
proposed in this research is one possible method by which all voices can be 
recognised, considered and afforded value by the researcher or educational 
administrator. 
 
This chapter addressed the literature and conceptual model utilized in this study.  A 
detailed analysis of the literature in relation to the inclusion of students with 
disabilities within the regular school setting and the relevant legislation and case law 
was undertaken.  An emerging conceptual framework in relation to this study was 
discussed.   The Chapter concluded with a discussion of the various discourses at play 
and how their interplay informs the conceptual model.  It is the intent of this study to 
address the gap identified in the literature of perceptions of parents and their attitudes 
towards inclusion.  This will be undertaken through addressing the following research 
questions; 
 
RQ 1: What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in primary 
schools in relation to inclusive education? 
RQ 2: What are the implications of these experiences in relation to anti-discrimination 
legislation and the school? 
 
Chapter 3 will explore the research methodology adopted for this study.  It examines 
the construction of the research program, the population and sampling considerations, 
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the data collections tools, validity and reliability and finally a discussion of the data 
analysis methodology. 
 
 Chapter 3 Methodology 92 
Chapter Three 
Methodology 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
Chapter three outlines the considerations made to ensure the present study meets 
principles of scientific rigour.  First, the rationale for a employing a mixed-method 
research design will be discussed, before proceeding to explore the methodological 
considerations made for each phase of the study to ensure the findings generated are 
reliable and valid.  Finally, the study’s limitations are outlined. 
 
3.2 Mixed method research design 
 
A mixed method research design was adopted in this study to address the study’s 
major research questions.  
 
RQ 1: What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in primary 
schools in relation to inclusive education? 
 
RQ2: What are the implications of these experiences in relation to anti-discrimination 
legislation and the school? 
 
A mixed method research design involves the combination of quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to collecting data. In this study, quantitative data was collected 
before proceeding with the gathering of qualitative data.  The study comprises three 
specific phases.  Phase 1 involved the development of a specific questionnaire 
designed to address research questions.  Phase 2 involved the administration of the 
questionnaire to a wider population of parents of children with disabilities in state 
primary schools.  The core findings from the survey were explored further in Phase 3 
in which focus groups were conducted with parents of children with disabilities in a 
primary school setting.  Figure 3.1 provides an overview of the research design 
adopted in this study and the position of each phase within the overall research design. 
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Figure 3.1 
Overview of the research design 
  
 Chapter 3 Methodology 94 
 
The benefits of utilizing a mixed method research strategy can be found not only in 
the collection and comparison of different data from multiple sources, but a mixed 
method also provide the researcher with a deeper, more comprehensive understanding 
of the research area (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).  In the present study, the 
quantitative data provided an overall picture of parents’ perceptions of inclusive 
education practices in a primary school setting as well as their experiences of 
discrimination towards their children with a disability.  The qualitative data provide a 
richer elaboration of understanding of parents’ perceptions and experiences. 
 
According to Creswell and Clark (2007) a mixed method design provides “a better 
understanding of research problems than either approach alone” (pp 8-9).  Schatzman 
and Strauss (1973) refer to this approach as ‘methodological pragmatism.’  They 
maintain that the researcher should use more than one strategy to obtain answers to 
research questions that are of interest.  This view implies that qualitative and 
quantitative methods successfully coexist in an enquiry and that “there is no 
fundamental clash between the purposes and capacities of qualitative and quantitative 
methods or data” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 17).  Mixed method research enriches 
the final result by providing breadth and depth of understanding as well corroboration, 
not inherent in single method investigations. 
 
Furthermore, Johnson and Onwegbuzie (2004) maintain that a mixed method research 
design allows the researcher flexibility to choose the method they see as the most 
appropriate to address the research questions without preconceived assumptions of the 
superiority of any given research methodology.  It enables the researcher to 
simultaneously explore research questions and makes stronger inferences; providing 
the opportunity to explore a greater diversity of views.  Overall, mixed method 
research designs complement the strengths of the individual methods.  Realising the 
complexities of the study, no single methodology would have yielded a 
comprehensive outcome.  It was therefore felt necessary to employ a mixed method 
methodology where the strengths of quantitative data would be enhanced by 
qualitative findings.  The choice was employed to complement inherent shortcomings 
that may occur when only one research method is used. 
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In the present study, it was important to adopt a data collection method which not 
only assisted in identifying the extent to which parents perceived discriminatory 
conduct on behalf of a school towards their children with disabilities (quantitative 
data), but also to provide a deeper insight into parents’ perceptions of the support their 
children receive in a primary school setting (qualitative data). 
 
Three general procedures may be utilised in mixed methods research strategies for 
inquiry.  These are: 
• Sequential procedures in which the purpose of the researcher is to expand the 
findings of one method by utilising another type of method (Creswell, 2002). 
• Transformative procedures whereby the researcher uses a theoretical lens as 
an overall perspective within the design.  It is this ‘lens’ that provides the 
framework for topics of investigation, methods for data collection and the 
outcomes. 
• Concurrent procedures in which the researcher adopts both quantitative and 
qualitative data in order to provide a comprehensive analysis of the research 
questions.  Through the adoption of this approach, the researcher collects both 
forms of data at the same time and integrates the data into the interpretation of 
the overall findings.  
 
For the purpose of the present study, a sequential procedure was employed in which 
the results from phases 1 and 2 of the study were further explored in phase 3 of the 
study.  The sequential gathering of data afforded the opportunity to explore and 
analyse the questionnaire data results (quantitative data) in greater depth by exploring 
core themes from the focus group data (qualitative data). 
 
3.2.1 An exploratory methodology approach 
 
The present study adopted an exploratory approach in making sense of the data 
(Creswell & Clarke, 2007). Such a research design was deemed appropriate as at the 
time of the study there was no established research instrument available that 
adequately assessed parental perceptions of children with disabilities in a regular 
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primary school setting. Furthermore, there had been limited research conducted in the 
area of students with disabilities and discrimination since 1997 in Australia. 
 
An exploratory study seeks to investigate little-understood phenomena, and attempts 
to identify or discover important categories of meaning (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).   
Exploratory researchers must be “creative, open-minded, and flexible, adopting an 
investigative stance to explore all sources of information.  They ask creative questions 
and take advantage of serendipity, those unexpected or chance factors that have larger 
implications” (Neuman, 2003, p. 34).  Neuman (2003) notes that in addition to 
creating a general mental picture of the field and to generate new ideas, conjecture or 
hypotheses, an exploratory approach develops techniques for measuring and locating 
future data.  The key to this is the use of an inductive data analysis.  In particular, the 
researcher is engaged in exploring the specifics of a phenomenon in order to develop 
generalisations from the research. An inductive data analysis approach is emergent 
and evolving; it is fundamentally interpretative and; the product is richly descriptive 
(Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
 
It is for Neuman’s (2003) reasons of open-mindedness and flexibility that an 
exploratory research strategy was considered the most appropriate in the present 
study.  It provided an enhanced understanding of the perceptions and experiences of 
parents in relation to the educational journey of children with disabilities in ‘inclusive 
settings’.  Such information, gathered through this research, can be used as a guide to 
decision-making by school administrators and educational authorities in planning for 
enhanced inclusive procedures and practices.  An inductive data analysis approach 
becomes integral to constructing generalizations which in turn forms the building 
blocks for pragmatic starting points for educational policy formulations.  In the 
following section the methodological considerations made when conducting each 
phase of the study are outlined. More specifically it examines both reliability and 
validity. 
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3.2.2 Methodological issues of reliability and validity 
 
The quality of the conclusions that can be drawn from the present study’s findings are 
contingent upon the reliability and validity of quantitative and qualitative data 
obtained to answer the study’s research questions. Reliability means “dependability or 
consistency, that is, results are not erratic, inconsistent or unstable” (Neuman, 2000, 
p.164).  Validity suggests that “results are truthful and that there is a match between 
‘reality’ and the theories, concepts, ideas and descriptions the researcher has used to 
analyse the world” (Neuman, 2000, p.164).  The reliability and validity of research 
findings is an important consideration in both qualitative and quantitative research. 
The steps taken to ensure the findings from this research are reliable and valid are 
discussed below. 
 
3.3 Phase 1: Development of the questionnaire 
 
Whilst it is preferable to use pre-existing questionnaires so that the researcher can use 
questionnaire items that have already been trialled or piloted (Bryman, 2004), a 
review of relevant literature revealed that there were no pre-existing measures that 
aligned to the present study’s focus.  For this reason, the researcher, examined 
questionnaire items used by Flynn (1997), to gain some insight into how best to 
develop the questionnaire items as well as including items that reflected core themes 
generated from literature review.   
 
The questionnaire entitled Parents’ Perceptions of their Children with Disabilities in  
Schools was designed to gather data regarding experiences of parents of children with 
disabilities within the educational system in a primary school setting.  The process of 
development of the questionnaire followed guidelines presented by Neuman (2011).  
These general principles when writing items for questionnaires include; ensuring the 
questions are simple, clear and as short as possible; questions should be specific and 
precise and avoid words that may be interpreted differently by each respondent.  
Neuman (2011) recommends that the questionnaire should only use appropriate 
language and avoid professional jargon, slang or technical terms, and include only one 
topic or idea per question.  Care should be taken to avoid negative questions or 
doubled negatives and the questionnaire should avoid including ‘biased or loaded’ 
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questions or terms.  The questionnaire items were generated from four core themes 
identified from a review of relevant literature.  These were; Perceptions of 
Discrimination; Complaints; Participation and Access to Services.  A small number 
of questions were directly taken from Flynn’s (1997) questionnaire, these are 
indicated in Table 3.1.  Table 3.1 displays the four core themes and the questionnaire 
items that reflected these themes. 
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Category Questionnaire item 
Perceptions of discrimination Q. 7.  Has your child ever been discriminated against at school? 
Q. 8.  What type of discrimination has occurred?   
Q. 9.  Where did this discrimination occur? 
Complaints Q. 18.  Have you ever complained about discrimination? 
Q. 19.  If you have complained, who did you complain to? 
 Q. 20. Can you provide details of your experience with the 
complaint process? 
 Q. 21.  What, if any, was the outcome of your complaint? 
 Q. 22.  If you haven’t complained, why not? 
Participation Q. 16.  Does your school allow your child to participate in the 
following: 
    Camps 
    Inter-school Sport 
    School Sport 
    Excursions 
    Swimming 
Q. 17.  What reasons, if any, have you been given for non-
participation or limited participation? 
Access to services Q. 5.  What support do you believe your child requires at 
school?  
Q. 6.  Does your child get the support he/she needs? 
Q. 10.  Is your son/daughter enrolled in your closest state 
primary school?  
Q. 11.  Is transport assistance provided by Education 
Queensland?  
Q. 12.  Do you use this assistance?  
Q. 14.  What difficulties, if any, does this enrolment cause? 
Q. 15.  Why is your child not enrolled in their closest state 
primary school? 
Table 3.1 
Parents’ Perceptions of their children with Disabilities in School Questionnaire 
N.B.  The questions highlighted have been adopted from Flynn’s (1997) study 
 
The questionnaire consisted of three sections.  The first section sought basic 
demographic information concerning the respondent’s child, including the current 
type of school their child attended, the basis of the attendance, the length of enrolment 
at the school, the distance from their home to school, and whether or not they had 
changed their child’s school in the previous 12-24 months.  The second section was 
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made up of 17 items outlined in Table 3.2 using a dichotomous scale of Yes/No 
answers, and open ended questions.  The open ended questions sought information in 
regards to difficulties experienced by parents and experiences with the complaint 
processes.  The third section consisted of two open-ended questions which provided 
respondents with the opportunity to provide suggestions for reducing discrimination 
against children with disabilities and to provide any personal comments/experiences 
concerning the educational journey of their child (See appendix 3.6). 
 
3.3.1 Assessing the content validity of the questionnaire 
 
Content validity (Burns, 2000) of the questionnaire was enhanced by subjecting the 
questionnaire to a process of review as a further check on its’ face validity, (de Vaus, 
2002) in the absence of any comparable instrument.  It was reviewed by two experts, 
one in the field of inclusive education and the other in research methodology.  The 
first expert reviewed the content of the questions and their relation to the research 
question; as a consequence the wording of three of the questions was modified. The 
second expert commented on the structure and general organisation of the survey 
instrument as a sound tool.  Consequently some questions were reorganised to assist 
with general readability and flow.  The addition of an “other” category of response 
was added along with sections which allowed the respondents to elaborate upon this 
‘other’ response was added.  The final version of the Survey of Parents’ Perceptions 
and Experiences regarding their Children with Disabilities and their Schools is 
provided in Appendix 3.6. 
 
Next, the questionnaire was piloted using a focus group consisting of 10 parents of 
children with disabilities from schools within a school district to assess the 
applicability of the data collection method, to check the relevance of the questionnaire 
items and the overall readability and structure of the questionnaire. Oppenheim (1992) 
recommends piloting any questionnaire, with the researcher setting aside considerable 
time for the “construction, revision and refinement of the questionnaire and any other 
data collection techniques” (p. 47).   
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The parent participants were provided with the questionnaire prior to the focus group 
and they were asked to complete the questionnaire before attending the focus group.  
The focus group considered the general readability of the questionnaire instrument, 
the flow of the questions and whether the research and the respondents held common 
understandings regarding the intent of each question.  Each section of the 
questionnaire was considered and the intent of the individual questions was reflected 
upon by the group.  The researcher as moderator recorded the participants’ response 
and a master copy of the questionnaire was annotated in response to the discussion 
and feedback.  This feedback was later reviewed by the researcher and his supervisor 
to ensure that all responses were considered and responded to where necessary.  The 
piloting of the questionnaire demonstrated that the overall items of the questionnaire 
were sound, however some reorganisation of the order of questions was undertaken to 
improve readability on behalf of the participants. This step provided further validation 
for the questionnaire as an instrument for assessing its suitability and was considered 
an essential element of any data collection process (Bickman & Rog, 1998).   
 
3.4 Phase 2: Distribution of the questionnaire 
 
3.4.1 Participants 
 
The present study was designed to focus on the experiences of parents of children 
with disabilities within the primary school setting, specifically within the State School 
setting in Queensland, Australia. For the purposes of this study, the experiences of 
parents of children with disabilities enrolled in regular primary schools and who 
receive support from special education units were the primary focus. The participant 
sample for the main study was drawn from the list of primary schools from the former 
three large south east schooling districts as provided by the respective District Offices.  
Assistance was sought from the Performance Measurement Officers from the three (3) 
districts to determine three (3) SEU/SEC sites within the Districts.  The education 
districts were chosen to provide the greatest number of enrolled students with 
disabilities and provided data collection in a timely manner.  The assistance from the 
Performance Measurement Officers was limited to advice as to the enrolment 
numbers of each school and associated SEU/SEC and school personnel details.  Two 
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special schools from a fourth school district were included in the sample.  The special 
schools were added to the study to increase the sample size and to capture the data 
from parents whose children had been previously enrolled in primary schools and had 
moved into the special schooling sector.  
 
3.4.2 Sample representativeness 
 
Ideally, a representative sample for the present study would require randomly selected 
parents of children with disabilities from Queensland State Schools from each 
education district across Queensland.  
 
This sampling approach however, was not practical and beyond the scope of the 
present study.  Due to limited financial resources, timeline constraints, and the 
inability to adequately access parents of students with disabilities, purposeful and 
convenient sampling was undertaken.  The researcher recruited parents from 
Queensland State Schools whose children are enrolled in a Special Education 
Unit/Class in one of the State’s three largest districts in Queensland’s south east 
corner.  Parents with children enrolled in Independent, Catholic and non-Catholic 
schools were not included in this study.   
 
The study also excluded parents with children enrolled in government high schools, 
senior colleges and schools with an enrolment from prep to year ten on the basis that 
they reflect unique settings which are considered to be outside the scope of the study 
and which may warrant separate research.  The sample for the survey consisted of 36 
parents of children with disabilities from state primary schools in the three (3) 
education districts selected.  In addition, 14 parents from two special schools in a 
fourth school district were invited to participate in the study where their children had 
previously been enrolled in the regular primary school.  This group of parents were 
added to increase the size of the sample to a total of 50 participants, and to ensure this 
group of parents (those that had moved their children from the regular school to 
special schools) were represented.  The addition of the parents from special schools 
allowed for data collection from those parents whose child had previously been 
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enrolled in a primary school.  Filstead (1979) notes in relation to this sampling 
procedure, 
 Whom one selects to study, while initially guided by the research topic,  
 undergoes changes based on what data are being collected and the direction  
 such information suggests with respect to who can provide additional  
 information to answer emerging questions that are generated by the  
 research process. (p.38) 
 
In summary, the researcher endeavoured to take appropriate steps to choose a 
representative sample of parents of children with disabilities despite the study’s 
limitation of having a relatively small catchment area for recruiting respondents.  The 
researcher purposefully sampled parents from three education districts to ensure that 
different geographical and socio-economic areas were represented in this study.  
Although the response rate was lower than desired, 27.7 per cent, it was demonstrated 
that the sample’s characteristics are similar to those throughout Queensland schools, 
based upon the range of disabilities and schools represented.  Empirically it is not 
possible to make generalisations about the sample population, however there is good 
reason to believe that the results obtained from this research were typical of the parent 
population of children with disabilities during the period between 2006 to 2012.  
 
3.4.3 Procedure 
 
A covering letter explaining the purpose of the study and valuing the participation 
from respondents was attached (see Appendix 3.7).  Contact details were provided to 
parents who wanted to discuss the study further.  The questionnaires were distributed 
through an initial mail out to the respective schools, following telephone 
conversations with both the school principal and Head of Special Education Services 
and a second distribution of questionnaires was also conducted to the selected special 
schools and as a follow-up to the selected Primary schools.  The questionnaires were 
distributed to all parents whose children were receiving support from the special 
education service within the school. 
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3.4.4 Data analysis of the questionnaire data 
 
Descriptive statistics, in tabular form, were utilised throughout this research project to 
display and summarise questionnaire data collected in this study.  Frequency counts 
and percentages were used to identify the frequency of responses.  Statistical analysis 
of the data was undertaken by utilizing the Statistical Package for Social Sciences, 
15.0 (SPSS).  Each respondent in relation to the questionnaire was given an identifier 
code to ensure confidentiality and anonymity.  Creswell and Clark (2007) advise that 
quantitative data be explored by “visually inspecting the data and conducting a 
descriptive analysis to determine the general trends in the data” (p.130).  This study 
conducted frequency tests for the Parent Questionnaire, assisted by SPSS.  The results 
of these tests are discussed in Chapter 4 Presentation of the Data: Parent 
Questionnaire. 
 
A content analysis of the open-ended questions was adopted (Creswell & Clarke, 
2007).  The researcher examined parental responses for broad themes which were 
common across the data.  This analysis provided greater detail to the data collected in 
the closed questions.  The collated findings of the analysis of the open ended 
responses and the parent questionnaire informed the creation of four key statements 
that were used to inform the focus group discussion.  The results of the analysis of the 
questionnaire are discussed in Chapter 4 Presentation of the Data: Parent 
Questionnaire. 
 
3.5 Phase 3 - Focus groups 
 
A focus group is a group interview whose purpose is to use the interaction between 
group members to generate discussion around various topics. It has its origins in 
sociology and was originally developed as a data collection methodology used in 
market research (David & Sutton, 2004).  The focus group has grown in popularity 
with social researchers (Morgan, 1997).  David and Sutton (2004) suggest that focus 
groups may be semi-structured to allow the researcher to explore a topic or concept 
rather than be used strictly for comparability.  According to Krueger (1988) the main 
objective of the focus group is to achieve a: 
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 …carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined 
area of interest in a permissive non-threatening environment.  Group members 
influence each other by responding to ideas and comments in the discussion. 
(p.6) 
 
The advantages of focus groups are such that a methodology is socially oriented, 
allowing the research to be conducted in a more natural atmosphere rather than in an 
artificial experimental circumstance (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  Focus groups can 
be useful for gaining access, focusing site selection and sampling, and checking 
tentative conclusions (Morgan, 1997).  Krueger (1988), suggested that the format of 
the focus group allows the facilitator the flexibility to explore unanticipated issues 
that may arise throughout the course of interaction with the focus group.  Kreuger 
(1994) also suggests that focus groups provide high value and validity due to the 
“believability of the comments of the participants” (p.32).   
 
Focus groups were used in the first phase of the study to pilot the questionnaire and 
also in the final phase (Phase 3) of the study to validate and contribute to the 
conclusions reached in the interpretation of the parent questionnaire findings.  Both 
Morgan (1997) and Kreuger (1994) note that whilst focus groups can be used as a 
preliminary research strategy, they have equal value as a follow-up data collection 
tool that serve to contribute to the validation of the research conclusions.  In this 
regards focus groups can provide insights into the intended meaning and interpretation 
of the research findings. 
 
3.5.1 Participants 
 
The validation focus groups (Phase 3) consisted of six participants in total (5 female, 
1 male), all parents of school aged children with disabilities.  All participants of the 
focus groups had self-selected their participation in responding to the questionnaire 
(see Appendix 3.7).  All parents who indicated their willingness to participate in the 
focus groups were invited to attend one of two sessions.  Three nominated participants 
were unable to participate due to personal circumstances.  Due to organisational 
demands it was necessary to facilitate two focus groups. Therefore, two focus groups 
of three parents were conducted over two consecutive weeks.  These focus groups 
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were conducted in March 2010 and both took approximately an two hours to 
complete. 
 
3.5.2 Procedure 
 
In order to achieve the levels of consistency between each of the focus groups, the 
same moderator conducted the two focus groups.  The researcher did not undertake 
the role of moderator due to his position within his school and that 2 participants in 
the focus groups were known to the researcher.  The moderator was a retired 
experienced educator who had taught previously in both the regular primary and 
special education settings.  He was also familiar with the topic of inclusive education 
policy in Queensland schools.  The following procedures were adopted for the two 
focus groups: 
• all participants were informed of the nature of the research and 
written consent forms were completed; 
• focus groups were formed; 
• each focus group was recorded following approval from 
participants; 
• each participant was provided with four key statements and were 
requested to compile their views/thoughts/experiences; and 
• discussion on the four statements were invited and recorded. 
 
Focus group interviews are based on analysis of a small number of questions or 
problems (Ferguson, 2008).  An analysis of the data trends from the questionnaire in 
Chapter Four suggests four core statements summarise the conclusions.  These 
statements were: 
 
Statement One:  The study indicates that the experiences of parents of children with 
disabilities vary greatly from family to family and from school to school.  
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Statement Two:  A significant number of parents perceive that their child has been 
discriminated against within the school setting. 
Statement Three:  The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities rarely 
complain about the ‘treatment’ they experience. 
Statement Four:  The experience and training of school staff- teachers/teacher aides 
and Principal is a key determinant of the success of inclusion for a student with a 
disability. 
 
The four statements were forwarded to each of the participants before the proposed 
meetings to elaborate on the concepts that were discussed. Delahaye (2000) suggests 
encouraging participants to document ideas before the focus group meeting to elicit 
contributions rather than allowing the conversations to be dominated by individuals 
within the group. The focus groups were structured to encourage participants to share 
their views on the topics.  A clear advantage of this method is that, “focus groups 
reach the parts that other methods cannot reach, revealing dimensions of 
understanding that often remain untapped by more conventional data collection 
techniques” (Kitzinger, 1995, p. 300). 
 
Each of the focus group participants were asked to respond to each of the four 
statements and the duration of the focus groups varied, however the focus groups did 
not extend beyond 2 hours.  Group interaction is an integral aspect of this method and 
all participants were encouraged to converse with one another, to share stories and 
experiences and to comment on the views and experiences of others. Kitzinger (1995) 
stated that focus groups used in this way were not only a useful tool to determine what 
people think about a particular topic or phenomenon, but also to explore how they 
think and why they think what they do.   
 
3.5.3 Analysis of the focus group data 
 
Qualitative data analysis involves the describing phenomena, classifying it and seeing 
how our concepts are interrelated (Dey, 1993).  Dey (1993) describes the process of 
qualitative data analysis as a circular process involving the on-going process of 
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describing the data, classifying it and making connections, which in turn leads to 
describing/classifying and connecting.  Figure 3.2 illustrates this circular process. 
 
Figure 3.2 
Qualitative data analysis as a circular process (Dey, 1993) 
 
The researcher utilized an induction model of qualitative research which allowed the 
data collection to commence without any preconceived hypothesis and aims to 
describe and explain patterns of relationships that emerge from the data with a set of 
conceptually specified categories (Mishler, 1990).  Although the categories and sub 
categories emerged from the data inductively, the focus groups methodology was 
informed by the literature review, prior experience of the researcher and 
methodological considerations. 
 
The data from the focus groups was organised and coded using content analysis into 
categories and sub-categories (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).  This strategy adopted 
inductive category coding with a comparison of all data and incidents.  As phenomena 
were coded and classified, comparisons occurred across and between other categories 
and phenomena.  As a result the relationships between data were discovered and 
initial observations and conceptualisations were refined through classification and 
analysis.  The review of the literature was a constant process throughout the data 
collection phase and provided additional stimulus in the consideration of the emerging 
Qualitative 
data 
analysis 
Describing 
Classifying Connecting 
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themes.  The researcher moved between the  transcripts of the focus groups and notes 
and developing the data based on these emerging themes. 
 
The focus groups interviews were transcribed by the researcher and imported into 
Nvivo (Version 8.3), a software program developed by Qualitative Solutions and 
Research International (QSR).  This software package is designed for qualitative data 
analysis and specifically it assists with the storage, coding and analysis of text.  The 
researcher created ‘nodes’ to mark relevant topics and concepts in the text.  These 
nodes were organised into hierarchies to represent the organisation of concepts into 
categories and sub-categories. Individual nodes are assigned a number within the 
indexing system which indicates the nodes position within the coding hierarchy.  The 
units of text can be coded according to the categories of nodes.  A document system 
holds textual level data that can be indexed by entering codes or through text searches 
and auto-indexing.  Index search tools allow the researcher the opportunity to explore 
the document and index systems and the relationships that emerge between the two as 
the text is coded. 
In summary, the focus group data was imported into Nvivo for analysis.  All data 
were coded using the same categories and sub-categories that are described in the 
following section. 
 
Five major node trees were used to organise the coding from the focus groups.  The 
first category was About the School which covered general information about the 
school and parent/child experience.  These included descriptions of positive 
experiences, school experiences that were consider inclusive and exclusive and the 
impact of labelling a child with a disability has.  The category of About the School 
contained a number of sub-categories and these can be found in Table 3.2. 
 
The second category, About school leadership addressed the impact of the school 
leadership upon the outcomes for students with disabilities.  This category covered 
information on the impact of effective school leadership and the positive experiences 
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this created for parents and children with disabilities as well as how ineffective school 
leadership created barriers for the student.  The third category, About teachers 
examined information regarding the teachers and how their behaviours influence the 
experiences of parents of children with disabilities.  This category covered both the 
positive and negative experiences influenced by teachers.  In addition, this included 
the impacts of appropriate training and knowledge upon teachers and subsequently 
upon students with disabilities. 
 
The fourth category was About the parent which covered information about the role of 
the parent in the education of a child with a disability, the involvement of parents in 
the education partnership, instances of discrimination that parents themselves 
experienced both inside the school and in the wider community and whether they had 
complained about this discrimination, who to and the outcome of the complaint.  This 
category also explored reasons why a parent may not make a complaint about adverse 
outcomes for their child.  The final category, About the child examined information 
about the schooling experiences for the child with a disability, both positive and 
negative.  In addition, information regarding discrimination against the child and the 
potential impact of early intervention was also covered. 
 
As these patterns of data in the categories and sub-categories emerged, the coding was 
checked by the researcher’s supervisor who reviewed the data coding for enhanced 
reliability. 
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Category 
 
Sub-categories 
Factors 
associated 
with the 
school 
 
Positive 
experiences 
School is 
inclusive  
School is 
exclusive 
Labelling the child 
 
Factors 
associated 
with school 
leadership 
Positive  
Experiences 
Negative 
experience 
  
 
 
Factors 
associated 
with 
teachers 
 
Positive 
experiences 
Negative 
experience 
Training Knowledge 
 
 
Factors 
associated 
with 
parents 
 
Advocacy Involvement Discrimination  Complaints  
 
 
Factors 
associated 
with  the 
child 
Positive 
experiences 
Negative 
experience 
Discrimination Early Intervention 
 
Table 3.2 
Categories for coding focus group responses 
 
3.5.4 Inter-rater reliability 
 
To verify that the qualitative data was appropriately categorised by the researcher, a 
second researcher was utilised in relation to the analysis of the qualitative data under 
the supervision of both the primary researcher and the study supervisor.  The primary 
researcher also conducted a review of the second researcher’s work to establish the 
validity of the data collected.   
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The researcher was aware that in order to obtain honest information from parents in 
the focus groups it was necessary to engage a third party to facilitate these groups.  
This was partly because the researcher was known to two of the focus group 
participants and due to the researcher’s position within a school.  The facilitator 
engaged was a retired teacher who had previously had 10 years’ experience with 
students with disabilities.  The facilitator was unknown to the focus group 
participants. The focus groups were conducted within a familiar environment (i.e., 
children’s school meeting room or parent room).  Furthermore no school staff were 
invited to attend any of the discussions. The facilitator spent considerable time with 
the participants discussing the purpose of the research, how the data would be used, 
issues of confidentiality and anonymity and addressed the parents’ questions 
regarding the research. 
 
The focus group discussions were audio taped to ensure the accurately of the 
information and transcribed.  The audio and transcription were compared to ensure 
accuracy.  As previously discussed, content analysis was used to classify and organise 
the focus group data.    
 
3.5.5 Triangulation of the data sources and data methods 
 
Triangulation, as described by O’Donoghue and Punch (2003) is a “method of cross 
checking data from multiple sources to search for regularities in the research data” (p. 
78).  Altrichter et. al. (2008) contend that triangulation “gives a more detailed and 
balanced picture of the situation” (p. 147). In this study, triangulation of both data 
sources and data collection methods was used to enhance methodological validity 
(Patton, 2002).  By collecting data using multiple research methods, a fuller and richer 
picture of parent’s perceptions of inclusion and discrimination of their children in a 
primary school setting could be achieved. 
 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) describe the process of triangulation as not just the 
combination of data, but the attempt to relate different sets and sources of data. Goetz 
and LeCompte (1984) describe the use of triangulation as another means of bolstering 
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conceptual links.  Borman et. al.(1986) reinforce this view and stress that triangulation 
allows the researcher to offer perspectives other than his/her own.   
 
The purpose of triangulation is to increase the researcher’s understanding of the 
subject of the investigation.  The value of triangulation lies in providing evidence 
“whether convergent, inconsistent or contradictory such that the researcher can 
construct good explanations of the phenomena under study” (Mathison, 1988, p. 15).   
 
Whilst collection of data utilizing multiple methods is considered the most common 
form of triangulation (Glesne 1999), it may also involve the incorporation of multiple 
kinds of data sources (Denzin, 1988).  In the present study, two data sources, the 
parent questionnaire and the focus groups were utilised to ensure the evidence 
gathered was reliable and valid (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 
 
Tashakkori and Teddle (2003) comment in relation to validity and reliability, that the 
concept of reliability emphasizes the repeated use of a single instrument, while 
validity implies the use of different measures.  By adopting a mixed method approach, 
as this study does, Tashakkori and Toddle (2003) suggest “multi-methods, then, have 
built into them almost by definition the very essence of what is needed to assess the 
validity of research” (p. 581).  In this study, the data collected from using the methods 
of the parent questionnaire and focus groups assisted the researcher to search for 
consistency of evidence (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).   
 
3.5.6 Adhering to ethical procedures 
 
Ethics in research is an integral part of this research plan and implementation.  
Mertens (1998) recommends that all researchers should follow the six norms of 
scientific research, including: 
1. the use of a valid research design.  A poorly conceived research design 
cannot be conceived as being ethical if it does not contribute or benefit 
the participants. 
2. the researcher must be competent to carry out the research. 
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3. the consequences of the research should be identified and procedure 
should respect privacy, ensure confidence and minimise risk. 
4. the sample selection must be appropriate for the purpose of the study 
and should be representative of the population to benefit from the 
study. 
5. the participants must agree to the study through voluntary, informed 
consent. 
6. the research must inform participants whether harm will be 
compensated. 
 
Informed consent was sought from the participants of this study through written 
consent forms which described the purpose of the research, its procedures 
(questionnaire or focus group), its benefits and the right to withdraw (Appendix 3.7). 
 
The confidentiality of participants was fully ensured at all times and responses were 
anonymous to protect the privacy of the participants.  Participants were informed of 
the confidentiality of their responses both through the questionnaire and at the 
commencement of the focus group sessions.  A scoring code to represent individuals 
and schools in the raw data was also utilised. 
 
Ethics clearance was sought for this study from Queensland University of Technology 
and the Department of Education, Queensland (Appendix 3.3). The data collection 
processes commenced at the completion of the ethics approval process. 
 
 
3.6 Summary 
 
This chapter addressed the methodology and research design utilized in this study.  
Both population and sample were identified and a discussion of quantitative, 
qualitative and multi-method research strategies was undertaken.  A description of the 
data collection strategy was provided.  The Chapter concluded with an outline of the 
proposed analysis of the data. 
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The following chapter, Chapter Four presents the data collected from the major data 
collection tool utilised in this study, the Parent Questionnaire. 
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Chapter Four 
Presentation of the Data- Parent Questionnaire 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
The purpose of collecting quantitative data in this study is two-fold.  The first seeks to 
address the lack of research concerning the experiences of parents of children with a 
disability in schools.  Secondly, the study seeks to identify instances of discrimination 
commonly experienced by parents by collating questionnaire responses from parents 
of children with disabilities from a range of State primary schools.  This chapter 
presents and explores the data collected through the parent questionnaire entitled 
Survey of Parents’ Perceptions and Experiences regarding their Children with 
Disabilities and their Schools.  In the sections below, the principal research questions 
to be addressed in this study are outlined.  Additionally, an overview of the 
questionnaire is provided, along with the procedure for administering the 
questionnaire, the participant population and the procedure for analysing the content 
of the data will also be explained before examining the results of the parent 
questionnaire. 
 
The principal research questions addressed in the present study are: 
RQ 1: What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in primary 
schools in relation to inclusive education?  
RQ 2: What are the implications of these experiences in relation to anti-discrimination 
legislation and the school? 
 
Figure 4.1 below provides an overview of the research methodology as discussed in 
Chapter 3.  The highlighted Phase 2 of the study is the basis for this Chapter’s 
treatment.  
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Figure 4.1 
Phase 2 
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4.1.1  The questionnaire  
The questionnaire items were grouped into 4 broad categories, Perceptions of 
Discrimination, Complaints, Participation and Access to Services.  These categories 
were explicated from the Literature Review, particularly the Disability Standards for 
Education 2005, and an analysis of Flynn’s (1997) study.  These categories acted as 
organisers to assist in the grouping of questions in a logical order and also formed the 
‘lens’ used to examine questionnaire responses.  Given the focus of the research is to 
examine the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in the light of anti-
discrimination legislation, in particular the Disability Standards developed under this 
legislative scheme, it was important to the researcher that  the questionnaire categories 
and the Standards be linked for analysis and discussion purposes.  Table 4.1 displays 
the relationship between the research question and the Disability Standards for 
Education 2005.   
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Table 4.1 
The relationship between the questionnaire categories and the Disability Standards for 
Education 2005 
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Table 4.2 displays the relationships between the organising categories and the items 
on the Parents’ Questionnaire to which they relate. 
 
Category Questionnaire item 
Perceptions of Discrimination Q. 7,8,9 
Complaints Q. 18, 19, 20, 21, 22 
Participation Q. 16, 17 
Access to Services Q. 5, 6,10, 11, 12, 14, 15 
 
Table 4.2 
The relationship between the questionnaire categories and the items in the Parent Questionnaire 
 
It should be noted that in addition to a number of items on the questionnaire 
requesting qualitative data, through the use of open questions, an additional 
question/opportunity (Item 24), requested respondents to comment on aspects of their 
experiences, either positive or negative in relation to the education journey for their 
children (see Appendix 3.6). 
 
The questionnaire utilized both closed and open questions.  There are advantages and 
disadvantages to both types of questions.  The use of closed questions within a 
questionnaire is seen as an advantage by researchers (Fowler, 2009).  The reasons for 
this include; the ability for the participant to provide more reliable answers when 
response alternatives are given.  The researcher can interpret accurately the meaning 
of answers when the alternatives are given to the participants.  When a completely 
open question is asked, many people give relatively rare answers that are difficult to 
analysis or code accurately.  Providing participants with a restrained choice of 
answers increases the possibility that there will be sufficient participants providing an 
answer that will prove to be analytically interesting and useful.  Fowler (2009) 
suggests that the advantage of open questions is four-fold, firstly they allow the 
researcher to obtain answers that are unexpected.  They may also describe more 
accurately the real opinions of the participants.  Thirdly, participants are able to 
respond to questions in their own words and finally, open questions are more 
appropriate where the list of possible answers is too long to practically list by the 
research. 
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4.1.2  Participants 
As previously discussed in Chapter 3, participants comprised of parents of children 
with disabilities drawn from Queensland State Schools whose children are enrolled in 
a Special Education Unit/Class in one of the State’s three largest districts and 
therefore did not include parents with children enrolled in Independent, Catholic and 
non-Catholic schools.  The study also excluded parents with children enrolled in 
government high schools, senior colleges and schools with an enrolment from pre to 
year ten on the basis that they reflect unique settings which are considered to be 
outside the concerns of the study and which may warrant separate research. 
 
The sample was extended to include parents of children enrolled in two special 
schools who had been enrolled previously in a state primary school.  This alteration to 
the original methodology was undertaken to ensure a suitable number of respondents 
to the Parent Questionnaire.  This expansion of the original sample population was 
undertaken in an attempt to capture information from parents who removed their child 
from a primary school to a special school and to explore whether one of the reasons 
behind this relocation may have had actions of discrimination by the primary school.  
 
4.1.3  Questionnaire administration  
Permission was sought and granted by Queensland’s Department of Education and the 
Arts to administer the survey to parents in State schools (see Appendix 3.3).  The 
Principal and/or Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) from each of the 
schools selected in the sample group, as detailed in Chapter 3, were contacted, 
initially via letter (see Appendix 3.4) and also through a series of follow up phone 
contacts to seek consent for parents from their schools to be involved in the study.  
Following this the researcher arranged with the Principal/HOSES to disseminate 
information about the study.  A letter was distributed to parents of children with 
disabilities in the sample schools in which an overview of the research program and 
the study’s main objectives were also explained.  Parents were also informed about 
the questionnaire’s confidentiality and anonymity.  Parents were informed that their 
participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time 
(see Appendix 3.5). 
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Questionnaires were administrated to parents directly by the school principals or the 
HOSES.  Once respondents had completed the questionnaire they were instructed to 
place the survey in a reply paid, self-addressed envelope which accompanied the 
questionnaire, and return it to the researcher via Australia Post.  Additional 
questionnaires were left with the sample school principals for any parents who further 
expressed interest in participating in the research.  Follow-up phone calls were made 
to the school principals/HOSES to monitor distribution/response rates and to address 
any issues or questions that the sample schools or participants may have had. 
 
A total of 180 questionnaires were distributed to the schools contained within the 
sample.  In total, 50 responses (27.7% return rate) were received from parents.  
 
4.1.4  Questionnaire analysis 
In this study, data was analysed by the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) Version 15.0, and each respondent was provided with an identifier code.   
 
Descriptive statistics were generated to display quantitative findings and the findings 
are demonstrated below.  Table summaries together with written responses are 
presented in relation to the core themes. 
 
An analysis and discussion of both the quantitative and qualitative data in respect to 
the research questions collected through the questionnaire is now undertaken.  The 
data is organised under the 4 broad categories discussed at 4.1; Perceptions of 
Discrimination, Complaints, Participation and Access to Services.  
 
4.2 Category 1- Perceptions of discrimination 
 
4.2.1 Overview 
 
The review of literature concerning Anti-Discrimination law in Australia (Chapter 
Two) indicated that there are a number of claims suggesting that a growing body of 
legislation and common law is impacting upon schools in relation to the inclusion of 
 Chapter Four Presentation of the Data- Parent Questionnaire 122 
students with disabilities within the ‘regular’ classroom/school.  It was also noted in 
Chapter Two, that there has been no major research carried out in Australia, following 
the Flynn (1997) study to identify the experiences of parents of children with 
disabilities in navigating the educational journey with their children.  This research 
category was designed to elicit data that would provide an accurate understanding of 
what discriminatory practices had been experienced by parents and their children. 
 
Three major items of the questionnaire- Items 7, 8 and 9- were directly related to this 
category and the research question.  Additional data was also sought in an open-ended 
item in which respondents were invited to provide comments describing the 
experiences of parents (both positive and/or negative) in relation to the education of 
their child with disabilities. 
 
4.2.2 Respondents experiences and discrimination 
 
Data gathered during the initial data gathering stage of this study (Literature review 
and statistical data from state/federal anti-discrimination tribunals and education 
departments) indicated that parents frequently experienced incidences of 
discrimination in schools in relation to the education of their child with disabilities.  
Item 7 of the questionnaire, requested respondents to indicate whether they believe 
that their child had ever been discriminated against at school.  It is important to note 
that ‘discrimination’ is defined in this study through the various legislative 
instruments as discussed in Chapter Two, however it is parental perceptions of 
discrimination and what amounts to discrimination that is being explored in this 
study.  Parents were not provided with a definition of discrimination as part of this 
study.   In most cases it is acknowledged that the parents involved in this study do not 
have detailed knowledge of current anti-discrimination legislation and parents are not 
expected to refer any perceived discrimination to this legislation as a determinant as to 
whether the perceived discrimination is indeed discrimination under the Acts.  It is for 
these reasons that parents were not provided with a detailed definition of 
discrimination and thus permitted parents to provide their examples without 
restriction to a formal definition of what constitutes discrimination under the law. 
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Figure 4.2 indicates the percentage of respondents who perceive that their child had 
been discriminated against at school as requested in Item 7 of the questionnaire. 
 
 
Figure 4.2 
 
It can be seen from Figure 4.2 that 36% of respondents (n= 18) perceived that their 
child had been discriminated against by their child’s school.  In addition to this 
response, 4% (n= 2) of respondents were unsure whether their child had experienced 
any discrimination at school.  60% (n= 30) of respondents reported that their child had 
not experienced any discrimination in the course of their child’s schooling. 
 
4.2.2.1 Analysis 
The numbers of parents who perceived that their child had experienced discrimination 
at school was notable.  It should be further noted that of the parents who indicated that 
they believed their child had been discriminated against, 72% (n= 13) of parents 
indicated that the discrimination had occurred at a previous school (Item 9) and as a 
result of the discrimination experienced by their child had subsequently changed 
schools. One respondent expressed her dissatisfaction by noting: 
 
The stay at XXX SS was horrific with discrimination from teachers and 
parents.  There was a teacher’s aide but no other support.  Even the funding 
for the aide was cut- leaving no support at all, other than me being at the 
school up to 6 times per day.  The unit at YYY SS was worse.  Plain bloody 
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ridiculous and that is when I gave up and sent him to ZZZ Special School.    
(R. 26) 
 
Respondents were requested to identify the areas in which they believed 
discrimination had occurred (Item 8).  The types of discrimination included: 
• Refusal of enrolment 
• Partial enrolment 
• Difficult to get enrolled in school of choice 
• Lack of support 
• Lack of resources 
• Limited inclusion or participation 
• Negative attitudes or harassment by staff 
• Lack of staff training 
• Staff not stopping bullying by students 
• Suspension or expulsion 
 
Figure 4.3 illustrates parental responses in relation to the types of discrimination 
experienced. 
 
Figure 4.3 
 
The three types of discrimination most noted by respondents, with a total of 17% of 
responses for each type, identified;  Partial enrolment, Lack of support and Staff not 
stopping bullying by a student, as the major concerns. 
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Each of the above categories of discrimination will now be addressed. 
 
4.2.2.2 Enrolment refusal 
Flynn (1997) reported that parents were often made to endure long and intimidating 
interview processes involving large numbers of education department personnel. In 
the present study, many of the parents were only provided with limited choices of 
schools due to an unwillingness of the schools to meet a child’s needs or a perceived 
lack of resourcing.   
 
This limited choice of schools generally results in many parents spending increased 
time travelling to and from school, due to lack of public transport, the inability of the 
transit operators ability to cater for the child’s disability or transport not provided by 
the education system.  A number of respondents 38% (n= 19) identified this additional 
burden imposed as a direct result of the limited enrolment choice for their child.  One 
respondent identified the additional burden of loss of income due to the additional 
time spent in travel stating; 
 
Long travel time, loss income- have to leave work earlier, more difficult to 
share travel expenses eg. Neighbour, more difficult for family to pick up as 
further away.  1/2 hour each way= 2 hrs out of my day by the time take him 
there and come home and then go pick up and come home again. (R.7) 
 
This notion of ‘enrolment refusal’ was identified by 11% (n= 2) of respondents in this 
study.  However when respondents were questioned in regards to whether parents had 
enrolled their child in their closest school, 14% (n= 7) of parents indicated that their 
child was enrolled at their closest school. An analysis of the reasons parents provided 
as to why their child was not enrolled at their nearest school would suggest that a 
percentage, 24% (n= 12) may have experienced discrimination; however they 
may/may not have perceived the action of the school as such. One parent stated; 
 
They would not take on a special needs child. (R.18) 
 
And another; 
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 Don’t take physically impaired kids and not enough 1:1 support time. (R.5) 
 
A possible explanation as to why a number of respondents did not indicate that they 
believed that they had experienced discrimination in relation to the refusal of 
enrolment, is that they are either unaware of current and relevant anti-discrimination 
legislative provisions or did not view this initial refusal as part of the formal schooling 
process. It is possible moreover that these parents do not refer a refusal of enrolment 
to agencies external to the school, rather, it appears that parents seek schools who are 
more open and welcoming of the notion of inclusion of students with disabilities. 
 
Whilst the school principal and staff may not openly deny the enrolment of a student 
with disability, these more subtle refusals may be couched in discussions which 
appear to be supportive of the parents and the child, but enviably leads to the parent 
enrolling their child at an alternative school (Flynn, 1997). 
 
In summary, the data appears to confirm a practice of discrimination in schools in 
relation to enrolment of students with disabilities.  Moreover, parents indicated that 
they had been refused enrolment as a result of a disability or the severity of the 
disability of their child. 
 
The discussion now addresses the practice of schools (and the wider educational 
system within which the schools are sited) imposing an enrolment condition of the 
enrolment of a child with disabilities. 
 
4.2.2.3 Partial enrolment and enrolment conditions 
Partial enrolment (a limited enrolment less than a full school day or school week) or 
additional enrolment conditions are common for students with disabilities.  Such 
conditions can vary but may involve: 
- stipulating the hours a child may attend school,  
- expectations placed upon parents attending school at various times to 
supervise their child (particularly during breaks). 
- the student enrolled on a ‘trial’ condition.  
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In addition to these conditions, parents can be expected to attend the school on a 
regular basis for reviews and enrolment re-evaluations  
 
Examination of the data indicates that 17% (n= 3) of respondents who identified that 
their child had experienced discrimination identified that this discrimination was as a 
result of a partial enrolment or the imposition of an additional enrolment condition.   
Incidents of partial enrolment or enrolment conditions identified by participants in this 
study included: 
- Parent required to attend the school to supervise their child; and 
- The student enrolled on a trial basis. 
 
Written statements of the responding parents supported and added to the data 
collected in Item 8.  The statements illustrated, in particular, the extent of the 
enrolment conditions is some instances.  One respondent noted: 
 
Even the funding for the aide was cut- leaving no support at all, other than me 
being at the school up to 6 times per day.(R. 26) 
 
 
He was unable to attend preschool on Wednesdays- the day which was mainly 
activity (play) based. (R. 30) 
 
In addition to these enrolment conditions or partial enrolment, two respondents 
identified the lack of choice in the ‘placement’ process as problematic- (R. 30 and  
R. 21).  The respondents indicated that the process of enrolling a child with 
disabilities in itself places conditions upon enrolment which include severity of the 
disability and the residential address of the parent and student: 
 
My son progressed from a Special Education Development Unit  to 
mainstream primary school.  Everyone was positive, but not truthful.  I could 
see for myself that he needed an individual program and life skills and a very 
high level of support that was provided at a special school.  Transition to 
special school was highly stressful with 3 schools almost equal distance away, 
I resented being unable to choose a school and eventually appealed 
(successfully) against a placement at ZZ State School opting for XX Special 
School.  Haven't looked back since then.  Absolutely thrilled with level of 
support and inclusion at special schools.  (R. 30) 
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This type of enrolment condition was also identified by another parent in relation to 
pursuing the enrolment for their child: 
 
Started in mainstream with Special Education Development Unit, were unable 
to help.  Problems with eligibility and criteria for entering special school 
system.  Getting assessments.  Inflexible over changing.  (R. 21) 
 
Education Queensland’s previous placement process discussed in Chapter Two 
appears to contribute to this parental perception of discrimination.  Its reliance on 
specific disability criteria to determine eligibility (or otherwise) for support services 
was identified as a source of concern for one respondent: 
 
Support is quantified and allocated by labelling ie. ADD/ASD. Behaviour is 
excused by teachers for that label.  Expectations and ultimately lowered for a 
child with that label.  Labels are often given to children and exaggerated to 
gain support, which then results in teachers lowering their expectations for 
that child.  (R. 1) 
 
For this parent, the perception of a bureaucratic process heavily reliant on policy and 
rules and its inflexible in its potential response to individual needs appears to be of 
concern to parents.    
 
In brief, the data indicated that there were a number of respondents who reported that 
they had been discriminated against as a result of the school/Education Department 
placing an enrolment condition upon their child with a disability.  A discussion about 
the respondent’s perceived discrimination in relation to the support their child 
may/may not receive is now undertaken. 
 
4.2.2.4 Support and resourcing 
Support for children with disabilities and their families from schools and the wider 
education system was identified as a major concern for parents. 
 
A total of 17% (n= 3) of respondents identified discrimination their child had 
experienced was as a result of lack of support for their child.  However it should again 
be noted, the comments made earlier in relation to the enrolment of students with 
disabilities.  On examination of the respondents’ written statements, it would appear 
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that a significant number of enrolment decisions by parents were based on whether 
support provided by the school was sufficient to meet the needs of their children.  An 
additional 24% (n= 12) of respondents indicated that they enrolled at a particular 
school due to the support the school was able to provide to their child, or in the case 
of potential discrimination, lack of support from a school closer to their residence. 
 
An analysis of the written statements of the respondents would appear to support this 
supposition. A number of respondents, 46% (n= 23), identified the enrolment choice 
and the available support for their child as a significant factor in their deliberations.  
One respondent stated: 
 
For all schools to let the child go to that school if they (the parent) want to and 
they (the school) find an aide or someone to help them. (R. 18) 
 
One respondent indicated that this decision was one made by the parent- one of 
personal choice but was a decision based on the required support for the child as 
opposed to the support able to be provided by the school; 
 
Parental judgment that my daughter required more support than the school 
able to provide.(R.24) 
Whilst 17% of respondents indicated that they believed that their child had been 
discriminated against due to insufficient support, a number of respondents, 34% (n= 
17) indicated concerns in relation to the inadequacy of funding for schools to support 
children with disabilities.  The perception of insufficient funding was stated succinctly 
by one respondent; 
 
Education Department- Are staff sitting in an office who only see one side of 
the coin.  Go by numbers and statistics rather than going to school and seeing 
reality.  And stop all the bullshit in the media about how much support they 
give. (R 28) 
 
Another respondent indicated that support for a student was often determined by the 
student’s disability and this support was not always indicative of the child’s need.  
The respondent also identified a practice in schools of exaggerating the support needs 
of the student to gain additional resources, but this practice could be seen as 
ultimately detrimental for the student; 
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4.2.2.5 Staff/Student attitude 
As discussed in Chapter Two, the attitudes of students, staff and principals were 
identified by a number of authors as one of the key determinants of the success of 
inclusion for a child with disabilities. 
 
A total of 6% (n= 3) of respondents in this study identified discrimination as a result 
of failure by school staff to prevent bullying by other students.  Written statements by 
responding parents both supported and added to the data collected in the choice 
section of Item 8.  The statements showed, in particular, the depth of concern felt by 
parents regarding the impact of both teacher and student attitudes towards children 
with disabilities.  Content analysis of the comments made by parents indicated three 
underlying dimensions of concern that existed in their written statements.  These 
dimensions were associated with both the interactions between disabled students and 
their non-disabled peers and attitude of the classroom teacher towards these 
interactions and attitude in general.  Although the interaction between peers was the 
most frequently noted concern, all three dimensions were commented on by the 
majority of the parents who responded to this open-ended part of Item 8.  The three 
dimensions were: (1) peer to peer interactions, (2) teacher attitudes towards peer to 
peer interactions, and (3) teacher attitude and acceptance. 
 
4.2.2.5.1 Peer-to-peer interactions 
One comment from a parent was typical of parents’ concerns regarding the impact of 
peer-to-peer interactions, particularly bullying, and how the ensuring reaction was 
viewed: 
 
The main thing is to stop students from teasing, and punish them, not my child 
when he goes off, then he wouldn't explode. (R. 14) 
 
However, another respondent noted: 
The children at the school where my son is attending are very inclusive and 
caring.  Socially it has been very good.   (R. 19) 
 
 
4.2.2.5.2 Teacher attitude and peer-to-peer interactions  
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The teacher’s action (or inaction) and their perceived attitude in response to negative 
peer-to-peer interactions was expressed by a number of respondents.  One responding 
parent expressed their concern by noting: 
A child needing support being used for gossip and entertainment by staff,  
pupils and parents. (R. 1) 
 
Parents indicated that concerns in relation to peer to peer interactions were not 
restricted to the behaviour of the children involved, but expressed disquiet in relation 
to the response from teachers and the school community and what was perceived as 
the implied lack of respect. 
 
4.2.2.5.3         Teacher attitude and acceptance 
In addition to the two dimensions discussed above, respondents indicated that the 
teachers’ attitude in general to their child with disabilities had a profound impact upon 
their child’s education and that there was a need for further education to address these 
potential deficiencies.  As one respondent stated: 
 
Further education for teachers- parents- and then for students so that they 
learn tolerance, acceptance and respect. (R. 26) 
 
One respondent also identified the Principal as a key determinant in relation to the 
success for their child: 
 
Positive- Change of Principal with a new philosophy to deal with behaviours 
rather than labels.  A focused teacher who understands the application of 
measures and focussing of goals for improvement with IEP/EAP's. (R. 1) 
 
In summary, the qualitative data indicated that respondents were concerned with not 
only the impact of peer interactions with their children, but also the attitude of staff 
members, particularly the child’s teacher and principal.  Particular concern was 
expressed by respondents in relation to teacher attitude towards their children. 
However, it should be noted that a number of respondents, 30%, identified that their 
child’s teacher had been a key factor in the success they had experienced at school. 
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4.2.2.6 Special schooling 
A number of parents 10% (n= 5) indicated that a perceived advantage in the 
enrolment of their children in a special school setting was that they were not required 
to negotiate what was seen as the ‘hostility’ of the regular school/classroom setting. 
 
Not only did the respondents indicate a fear for their children in relation to the 
interactions between their child and his/her non-disabled peers, but they expressed a 
similar fear in relation to the class teacher.  This concern was not simply restricted to 
the teacher’s inaction in relation to the moderation of the behaviour of non-disabled 
peers, but also the negativity expressed by the classroom teacher themselves.  This 
opinion appears to be supported by the comments expressed by one parent whose 
child is now in the special school setting: 
 
I am so relieved that my daughter goes to a special school and doesn't have to 
deal with other children teasing her and bullying her and already overworked 
teachers making it very clear that a child with disabilities is an added 
unwanted burden. My experience as a social worker working with vulnerable 
families who have children in specialised units is that the children prefer to 
spend majority of time in SEU than deal with hostile mainstream environment.  
(R. 25) 
In conclusion, this research category and its associated questions was concerned with 
identifying whether parents of children with disabilities had experienced any 
discrimination within their child’s schooling, and the extent of any discrimination 
experienced.  Data was collected which showed evidence of discrimination was 
experienced by the respondents.  The data supports the limited Australian research 
(Flynn, 1997; Foreman & Arthur-Kelly, 2008) that concluded that while there are a 
number of aspects of the education spectrum that appear to meet the needs of students 
with disabilities and their families in relation to inclusion, there continues to exist a 
number of instances of discrimination.  In this regard, respondents were able to 
identify four key areas; 1) enrolment refusal, 2) partial enrolment and enrolment 
conditions, 3) support, and 4) staff/student attitude in which schools have been slow to 
respond to the need for changes in practice and policy to not only address aspects of 
inclusion but to ensure compliance with anti-discrimination legislation.    
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This research category “Perceptions of Discrimination” was involved with parental 
experiences in relation to types of discrimination.  The discussion now focuses on 
parental complaints in relation to the perceptions of discrimination. 
 
 
4.3 Category 2- Complaints 
 
4.3.1 Overview 
 
The Literature Review in Chapter Two illustrated the reluctance on the part of parents 
to complain in relation to perceptions of discrimination.  Parents indicated that they 
generally did not complain of discrimination due to concerns in relation to future 
treatment of their children or a perception that complaining would only make a 
situation worse.  Parents also hold the belief that a complaint would not necessarily be 
listened to by schools or the education system and thus nothing would change for their 
child. 
 
This research category was designed to extract data that would provide an accurate 
understanding of what complaints, if any, had been made by parents on behalf of their 
children.  Where parents may not have made a complaint as a result of perceived 
discrimination, the study sought to determine the reasons why a parent would not 
complain.  Complaints to school staff, the principal or outside of the school were all 
sought. 
 
The majority of items on the questionnaire- Items 18, 19, 20, 21 and 22- were directly 
related to this category.  Additional data was also sought in an open ended item in 
which respondents were invited to provide comments describing the complaint 
experiences of parents (both positive and negative). 
 
4.3.2 Respondents experiences and complaints 
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Examination of the data indicated that 16% (n= 8) of the respondents to the 
questionnaire indicated that they had made a complaint with regards discrimination 
against their child despite 36% (n= 18) of respondents indicating that their child had 
been discriminated against.  This would suggest that parents are reluctant to complain 
to the school or the relevant authority.   
 
Of the 36% of respondents who had identified that their child had been discriminated 
against, those that did not complain identified that they did not believe anyone would 
act on their complaint as the major reason for not lodging a complaint (22%).  Of 
additional interest is that no respondents identified a fear of reprisals for making a 
complaint as a reason for not lodging a complaint.   
 
It is important to note from Figure 4.4 that for respondents who indicated that they 
had made a complaint, all complaints were to school based personnel, either a teacher, 
as indicated by11% of respondents, or overwhelmingly to the principal, 89% of 
respondents.   A possible explanation as to why a significant number of respondents 
did not indicate that they have had any experience with making a complaint to 
anybody/organisation outside the school is that they are either unaware, or only 
vaguely aware, of who to complain to outside the school itself and that such 
information was not offered by the school.  
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Figure 4.4 
 
This data is supported by a similar pattern identified in the Flynn (1997) report. 
 
 
4.3.2.1 Experience with making complaint 
Respondents reported a variety of responses from their child’s school in relation to the 
making of a complaint however one respondent indicated that the experience was a 
positive one with the desired outcome being achieved: 
Inconsistent but ultimately successful (R.1) 
 
Negative responses in relation to making a complaint to their child’s school included: 
 
The school didn't care and said we had to go to a special school as they don't 
have the training or funding. (R.28) 
 
However when a parent ‘exercised’ the choice of moving school following making a 
complaint, they reported that the outcome was satisfactory: 
Once in special school system very positive support, no discrimination or 
exclusion.  Caring supportive well trained staff. (R.21) 
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The school response to a complaint from a parent was on more than one occasion a 
suggestion that if the parent was not satisfied with the ‘treatment’ of their child or the 
service that the school was providing, a change of schools was the solution: 
 
Also told we could always change schools if we were not happy with the way 
our son is being treated. (R.9) 
 
The recurring themes continue to be attitude of staff (class teacher and principal), the 
support and resourcing the school provides and the experience of staff to cater for the 
needs of the student. 
 
4.3.2.2 Outcomes of complaints 
As with the complaint experience, a number of outcomes to the complaints process 
were reported by respondents.  These outcomes can be seen in Figure 4.5. Again it 
should be noted that whilst a number of parents indicated that the outcome to the 
complaint was a change of school, there were a number of respondents who reported a 
positive change.  It is interesting to note that of the number of parents who made a 
complaint, no respondent indicated that the outcome of the complaint was negative, 
however a number of parents resulted in changing school (n= 3). 
 
 
Figure 4.5 
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In response to the making of a complaint, it is interesting to note from Figure 4.4that 
approximately 33% (n= 3) of complaints resulted in a change of schools for the 
families as an outcome.  However of these parents, no-one indicated that they saw this 
change of school as a negative outcome. 
 
It should be noted from Figure 4.6 that just over a half of all respondents, who had 
indicated that they had changed school in Question 4, had also made a complaint 
concerning the education of their child.  Of the respondents that reported that the 
outcome of their complaint resulted in a change of school, two-thirds of these 
respondents enrolled their child into a special school.  
 
No respondent indicated that they lodged a complaint beyond the school 
 
 
Figure 4.6 
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4.4 Category 3- Participation 
 
4.4.1 Overview 
 
Schools generally offer a broad range of experiences and activities to their students; 
however students with disabilities frequently are excluded or prevented from 
participating in activities which are considered as standard ‘offerings’ for their non-
disabled peers (Keeffe-Martin & Lindsay, 2002).  
 
4.4.2 Respondents experiences and participation 
 
A total of 14% (n= 7) of respondents indicated that their child had been prevented 
from participating in a range of activities offered at their child’s school as a result of 
the child’s disability; 
 
Also the yearly disappointment and crying by our son when told he could not 
attend the camp (they put so much pressure on him prior to the camp dates 
that he ended up losing control and then told he could not attend).    
(R. 9) 
 
However a number of respondents did indicate that their school did not offer the range 
of activities indicated in the questionnaire to any of their students or that the activities 
were not available to the students as a result of their ages e.g. Inter-school sport. 
 
Figure 4.7 below details parents’ responses in relation to the range of activities in 
which their children participate. 
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Figure 4.7 
 
Six respondents or 12% of parents indicated that their child was expressly refused 
access to participate in school activities as a result of their child’s disability.  Camps 
and interschool sport were two activities in which parents indicated that their children 
are more likely to be refused access/participation.  24% (n= 12) of respondents 
indicated that their children were refused participation in camps or were only 
permitted to go ‘sometimes’.  This negative response was slightly smaller in relation 
to student participation in interschool sport with 22% (n= 11) of respondents 
indicating that their child was refused participation in interschool sport or again this 
only occurred ‘sometimes’.  Parental responses as to the reasons the school may have 
provided to explain why the student was not able to participate in these two activities 
included: 
 Difficult  (R.9) 
 
 Needs support person  (R.27) 
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It should be noted however that overwhelmingly, parents acknowledged that their 
children were able to participate in a range of activities in which their non-disabled 
peers also participated.  A total of 56% (n= 28) of respondents indicated that their 
child was able to participate in interschool sport and attend camps.   
 
A total of 22% (n= 11) of parents indicated that participation in interschool sport was 
not applicable due to the age of their child or it was not an extra-curricula offering for 
any student at their school.  A total of 20% (n= 10) indicated that participation in 
school camps was not applicable for similar reasons. 
 
4.5 Category 4- Access to services 
 
4.5.1 Overview 
 
Schools offer a range of services to students and their families. These services range 
from additional teacher aide support to the provision of specialist therapy services.  
They also include the fundamental aspect of physical access to the school site and the 
services it may provide. 
 
4.5.2 Respondents experiences and access to services 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate for item 5 of the questionnaire as to the type of 
support their child required at school.  This support included: 
• Staff acceptance 
• Student acceptance 
• Interpreter services 
• Support teachers and aides 
• Ramps 
• Transport 
• Scribes 
• Assistance with medication 
• Assistance with eating 
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• Assistance with hygiene 
 
Of particular interest is that all parents indicated a need for support teachers and 
teacher aides (See Figure 4.8).  This type of support included specialist teacher time, 
the regular class teacher and teacher aide time which had been allocated to a student 
with a disability based on individual needs and school resourcing allocations.  This 
result was in some contrast to 64% (N= 18) of respondents indicating that staff 
acceptance was required for their child to be successful in the regular classroom. 
 
Parental responses in relation to the number of parents who feel that their children’s 
needs are being met were encouraging for schools.  Respondent indicated that they 
believe that their child’s needs were being met, however it should be noted that 20% 
(n= 10) of respondents indicated that they believed that their child’s needs were only 
be partially met by the schooling system.  Typical of the responses in relation to 
whether parents believed their child’s needs were being met, was: 
Need more 1:1 support. (R. 47) 
 
Figure 4.8 outlines the support parents indicated that they believed that their child 
required within the regular class as a result of their disabilities. 
 
 
Figure 4.8 
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4.5.2.1  Physical access 
Physical access in schools continues to be a problematic issue for some parents with a 
child who is physically disabled.  A number of respondents (n= 3) indicated that 
physical access for their child determined their school, not only due to the child 
reliance on a wheel chair for mobility, but also for children who could not easily 
climb stairs.  Whilst no respondent suggested that their child was refused enrolment 
due to this physical access issue, it was apparent that parents had made this choice. 
 
In response to enrolment inquiries from parents to their closest State School, parents 
were told: 
Don't take physically impaired kids and not enough 1:1 support time. (R. 7) 
 
Requires special education, is wheelchair dependent/ has intellectual and  
physical disability. (R. 27)    
 
Also daughter with physical impairment and closest school had lots of steps. 
(R. 25) 
 
In relation to suggestions to improve physical access to services, one respondent 
stated; 
Provide more ramps or level areas, more support/supervision for disabled 
kids who need constant supervision. (R. 7) 
It can be seen therefore that a lack of physical access to and around a school site is 
one of the reasons why students with disabilities are not enrolled at their closest 
school.  This ability to access services, particularly in relation to the issue of physical 
access, in many cases appeared to be one of the key determinants in the decision as to 
which school parents enrolled their child. 
 
4.5.2.2 Closest school 
As discussed in 4.2.2.2, a number of parents reported that they had been refused 
enrolment and as a result their child was not enrolled at their closest State School.  
More specially, Items 10 to 15 were designed to gather information concerning 
whether the student was enrolled within their closest State School and the reasons 
why this may not have been the case.  Data was also sought in the open ended 
response at the conclusion of the questionnaire that would provide a more informed 
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insight into parent choices and enrolment.  Item 10 asked parents to identify it their 
child was enrolled in their closest State School.  A total of 86% (n= 43) of 
respondents identified that their child was not enrolled in their closest State School.  
Figure 4.9 details the parents’ responses. 
 
 
Figure 4.9 
 
Item 15 on the Parent Questionnaire requested respondents to identify the reasons 
why their child is not enrolled at their closest State School.  The reason provided can 
be seen in Figure 4.10 below. 
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Figure 4.10 
 
Of interest is that 3% (n= 2) of respondents identified being refused enrolment as the 
main reason why their child was not enrolled at their closest State School.   
 
In analysing the comments made by respondents in the open-ended response section 
of the questionnaire, it can be seen that the refusal of enrolment reported by the above 
respondent relates to a direct and open refusal of enrolment by the school principal.  
However the open ended responses from parents would appear to suggest that there is 
a more subtle refusal of enrolment at play.  A total of 38% (n= 19) of respondents 
identified a lack of available support or insufficient resources as the greatest barrier to 
accessing the services provided by their closest State School.  This more subtle refusal 
of enrolment was also reported by Flynn (1997) and Keeffe (2004).   
 
It should be noted that a percentage of parents 18% (n= 9) felt that they had been able 
to exercise their preference in enrolment of their child into a school of their choice, 
which was not necessarily their closest State school.  These parents noted: 
 
X State School is the best state school by far in my area.  They have a great 
values system and teacher support. (R. 12) 
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We also prefer catholic primary schools and he has commenced there 1 
morning a week. (R. 19) 
 
Heard exceptional things about Y (school) from parent network. (R. 25) 
 
As discussed in 4.2.2.4, Parental choice of school remained a consideration for 
respondents and the choice of school was general based upon a number of factors.  
Respondents indicated that they considered, 
- private and public schooling systems, particularly faith based private 
schools; 
- size of the school and whether they felt that their child would not become 
‘lost’ in large numbers; 
- the range of activities offered to all students at the school; 
- the reputation of the school within the community; and 
- the acceptance of disability or ‘tone’ of the school. 
 
However, as already discussed, in some cases these factors were disregarded as 
criteria based on physical access issues to a school site or the school’s refusal to enrol 
a student with a disability. 
 
 
4.5.2.3 Transport and travel costs 
An additional unforeseen burden experienced by many parents as a result of the 
enrolment in a school other than their nearest State school is that of travel and its 
associated cost.  A total of 9 respondents indicated that they were travelling in excess 
of 15-20 kilometres twice per day to transport their children to their school.  Parents 
reported that the additional time and cost had negative impacts upon their families.   
 
Whilst the majority of parents who were provided with school/government transport 
to and from school indicated that they did not experience any negative impacts upon 
their family, 3 respondents identified other negative impacts of this travel; in relation 
to the length of the journey and the social impact of being separated from siblings and 
the community in which the child resides: 
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Long travel time, loss income- have to leave work earlier, more difficult to 
share travel expenses eg. Neighbour, more difficult for family to pick up as 
further away.  1/2 hour each way= 2 hrs out of my day by the time take him 
there and come home and then go pick up and come home again.(R. 7) 
 
Respondents were requested to identify if they were provided transport assistance by 
the schooling system.  44% (n= 22) indicated that they were provided with transport 
assistance.  Of the percentage of parents who were provided with transport assistance, 
4 respondents indicated that they did not utilise the assistance provided.  One of the 
reasons why parents did not use the transport assistance was because the transport 
assistance was only provided from the student’s residence to their nearest school 
which was ‘coded’ to cater for their child’s disability: 
  
School closest is too big a unit and my son wouldn’t get the right support he 
needs.        (R. 2) 
 
 
4.5.3 Staff training and ability 
 
As discussed in 4.2.2.5, staff attitude was identified by a number of respondents as a 
critical factor in the success of inclusion for their children.  Parents identified staff 
training and ability as one of the key determinate in whether their child was able to 
access all aspects of the school curriculum. 20% (n= 10) indicated that they believed 
additional training for teachers and the general school staff was required. Suggestions 
included: 
 
 Educate teachers as to the needs of children with disabilities. (R. 6) 
 
Teachers need better training with regards to children with disabilities on how 
to approach and deal with them. (R. 9) 
 
…and to train teachers about different disorders that children have and what 
the specific traits are for different disorders. (R. 12) 
 
The training and general acceptance by school staff was also seen as one of the major 
determinates as to whether a student with disabilities was accepted by his/her peers. 
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4.6 Summary 
 
This chapter addressed the analysis of the data gathered from the use of parent 
questionnaires.  The examination of the data focussed on the four areas of; 
Perceptions of Discrimination, Complaints, Participation and Access to Services. 
 
The following chapter, Chapter Five explores the data collected using focus groups 
and this data is organised in relation to emerging themes and is further analysed and 
discussed.  
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Chapter Five 
Focus Groups: Validation of the Research Findings 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
The research methodologies associated with focus groups were discussed in Chapter 
Three.  The object of this Chapter is to provide an analysis of the participants’ 
responses to address the research questions-  
RQ 1:  What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in primary 
schools in relation to inclusive education? 
RQ 2:..What are the implications of these experiences in relation to anti-
discrimination legislation and the school? 
Figure 5.1 provides a visual representation of the phases of this study with Phase 3 
highlighted which is the basis for the discussion in this Chapter.  
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Figure 5.1 
Phase 3 
 
The function of the Pilot focus group (Phase 1) as discussed in Chapter Three was to 
validate the significance of the investigation and to pre-test the questionnaire.  The 
later focus groups (Phase 3) were asked to validate and discuss the findings of the 
parent questionnaire. 
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5.1.1  Focus group participants 
 
The validation focus groups in the Phase 3 interviews comprised two groups of 
parents of children with disabilities who self-identified as participants as part of the 
questionnaire distribution process with a total of 6 parents participating.  It should be 
noted that one parent of a secondary school aged child was also included in the focus 
groups after the researcher was approached by this participant and the participant 
drew upon her child’s primary school experience only for the purposes of this study.  
The participants were coded with a number for coding and analysis.  All identifying 
information has been removed to ensure confidentiality. 
 
Focus Group 1 Participants 1 
  2 
  3 
Focus Group 2 Participants 4 
  5 
  6 
Table 5.1  Participant coding (Stage 3) 
 
The parents/carers talked about the experiences of their children with disabilities, 
including 6 boys and 1 girl.  They ranged in age from 7 to 17 years of age. 
 
Grade 3 1 
Grade 4 1 
Grade 6 1 
Grade 7 3 
Grade 12 1 
Table 5.2  School grades of children 
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The participants described their children as having the following disabilities. 
(some children have more than one disability):  
 
Intellectual Impairment 1 
Autism 4 
Physical disability 2 
ADHD 2 
ADD 1 
Learning difficulties 1 
Violent 1 
Speech Language Impairment 1 
Table 5.3  Type of disability 
 
 
All participants had children enrolled in a state school with a special education 
program providing support. 
 
5.1.2 Development of focus group statements 
 
Focus group interviews are based on analysis of a small number of questions or 
problems (Ferguson, 2008).  Whilst this study focussed on two research questions, 
RQ 1:  What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in primary 
schools in relation to inclusive education and RQ 2:..What are the implications of 
these experiences in relation to anti-discrimination legislation and the school? 
 
An analysis of the data trends from Chapter Four that relate to key issues in the 
Literature Review suggested four core statements summarise the analysis of the data.  
These statements were explicated from an analysis of quantitative data from the 
Parent Questionnaire and the parental responses to the open-ended questions 
contained within the questionnaire:  These organising statements were; 
 
Statement One:  The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities 
experience at schools vary greatly from family to family and from school to school. 
 
Statement Two:  A number of parents perceive that their child has been 
discriminated against within the school setting. 
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Statement Three:  The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities rarely 
complain about the ‘treatment’ they experience. 
 
Statement Four:  The experience and training of school staff- teachers/teacher aides 
and Principal is a key determinate of the success of inclusion for a student with a 
disability. 
 
5.1.3  Focus group procedure 
 
Ethical approval to facilitate the focus groups was obtained from Queensland 
University of Technology.  The researcher contacted each of the focus group 
participants who had self-nominated to participate in the focus groups via the parent 
questionnaire (see Appendix 3.7). 
 
Parents were each provided with an information sheet and consent form which 
detailed the purpose and nature of the research project, the conditions of the focus 
groups and how the information provided would be used and stored.  The information 
sheet stated that participation was voluntary and that any participant was able to 
withdraw from the focus group at any stage. 
 
The four statements were forwarded to each of the participants by mail and email 
before the proposed meetings to elaborate on the concepts that were discussed and 
allow participants time to reflect upon these areas.  Copies of the four statements were 
given to participants prior to the proposed meeting so that they could independently 
formulate responses not influenced or swayed by other members of the focus group.  
This is consistent with Delahaye’s (2000) recommendation that participants should be 
encouraged to document ideas before the focus group meeting to elicit contributions 
rather than allowing the conversations to be dominated by individuals within the 
group. 
 
Both of the focus groups were conducted in a conference room facility at a large 
Brisbane State school.  The researcher did not conduct the focus groups, however he 
welcomed all participants, thanks them for their participation and introduced the focus 
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group participants to the moderator.  The moderator, as discussed previously was a 
retired teacher who had no previous contact or interaction with the participants.  As 
the researcher was a school principal, an independent moderator was engaged in order 
to promote an atmosphere of inquiry and avoid any inhibitions of behalf of the focus 
group participants. 
 
Whilst the length of both focus groups varied, neither extended beyond two hours.  
Prior to commencing the focus group, the moderator briefly reiterated the nature of 
the study and the purpose of the focus groups, addressed issues relating to 
confidentiality and anonymity  Participants were informed that the focus groups 
would be recorded (audio only) to ensure their comments were accurately represented 
and as an aid for the data analysis process.  All participants provided signed consent 
forms stating that they understood the nature and conditions of the study (see 
Appendix 3.7). 
 
Both of the focus groups made up of the six participants were asked to respond to 
each of the four statements and this chapter examines the discussion and conclusions 
reached  
 
 
5.1.4  Analysis of data 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3, qualitative data analysis techniques were utilised to 
organise and code the data of the focus groups using content analysis into categories 
and sub categories (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004).  It should also be noted from 
Chapter 3 that all discussions were recorded, transcribed and later coded and analysed 
using the computer application, NVivo (Version 8.3).  NVivo is described as a useful 
program to manage large amounts of data and can assist a researcher to investigate 
data at various levels (Richards, 2002).  The categories and sub categories used can be 
seen in Table 5.4.  This involved reading the complete transcript and identifying 
recurring themes within the data.  These categories were further broken down into 
sub-categories of data.  These categories and sub-categories of data share a 
commonality to address the research question and the organizing statements. 
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No. Category 
 
Sub-categories 
1 About the 
school 
 
School is 
inclusive 
Positive 
experiences 
School is 
exclusive 
Labelling the 
child 
 
2 About 
school 
leadership 
Positive  
Experiences 
Negative 
experience 
  
 
 
3 About 
teachers 
 
Positive 
experiences 
Negative 
experience 
Training Knowledge 
 
 
4 About the 
parent 
 
Advocacy Involvement Discrimination  Complaints  
 
 
5 About the 
child 
Positive 
experiences 
Negative 
experience 
Discrimination Early Intervention 
 
 
Table 5.4 Categories for coding focus group responses 
 
The categories and sub-categories of data are named, described and illustrated with 
quotes from the transcribed interviews.  Each of the interviewees were assigned a 
number which identified the research participant.  These numbers and the 
corresponding research participant can be seen in Table 5.1.  The reporting of the data 
in each category and sub category has been organised for reporting purposes under 
each of the organising statement. 
 
As discussed in Chapter 2 at 2.9, the conceptual framework adopted in this study 
seeks to explore the intersection between the child/parent and school and examine the 
influences legislation and society has upon this juncture.  The intersection or cross 
section from the conceptual framework provides what the researcher considers to be 
the ‘best’ environment to explore the experiences of parents of children with 
disabilities.  It seeks to acknowledge the potential for dilemmas that these juncture 
may have and the potential for discrimination to occur.  The focus groups provided 
‘rich’ information on the dilemmas faced by parents of children with disabilities 
within the primary school.  As Berlin (1990) suggests, it is through the recognition of 
dilemmas which provides contemplations that should be taken into account when 
considering the alternative a dilemma may produce.  
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5.2 Statement One: 
 
The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities experience at schools 
vary greatly from family to family and from school to school.  
 
The participants of the focus groups spoke widely about their schools and this became 
the first category. It was generally agreed that the experiences of parents of children 
with disabilities did vary from participant to participant.  Comments from participants 
referred to schools as inclusive places for their children.  
 
The comments by respondents indicate that inclusion can occur with a resolution of 
dilemmas.  It would be difficult to suggest that the schools in partnership with the 
parents recognised and resolved each of the dilemmas or difficulties that inclusion 
may produce for stakeholders, but it is clear that considerable efforts are made by the 
schools in these examples to address potential dilemmas. 
 
5.2.1 School is inclusive 
 
Participant’s comments were coded under the sub-category, school is inclusive and as 
indicated, parents reported positive experiences and described schools as supportive 
environments that genuinely tried to cater for their children’s needs.  One participant 
noted  
 
At the end of the day when we came to this school we had a different approach.  
Then when we had X<principal>come in - we had a different approach again.  All 
of those have been positive since we have come to this particular school. (FG 1- 
P3) 
 
The following quotes indicated the type of responses that were coded within this sub-
category.  Ten comments in total were coded in the sub-category. 
 
This school, open communication, open door. (FG 2- P5) 
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This school is open, where I had the lovely pleasure of meeting Y,<deputy 
principal> which was many, many, many, many, many years ago, under the 
watchful eye of X<principal>.  A group of very supportive teachers in the SEU.  
Plus a couple of teachers who are here at this school.  They also know my son 
from way back in primary.  I felt that I always had the support of the school and 
support of the teachers. (FG 2-P6) 
 
 
She came to this school and the very first day she came here, she was at an 
assembly. It was just such a marked difference.  It was just the way they treated 
her.  She was a normal child as far as they were concerned.  They treated her with 
respect, which is the big thing  I didn’t get from the other school.  They tried not 
to isolate her in front of other children to bring anymore focus onto her for the 
wrong reasons.  I think that’s the big difference between all the schools.  
(FG 2- P4) 
 
 
Parents indicated that there is an acknowledgement of difference by the school, but 
this is not used as a barrier for children with disabilities, rather it is a consideration for 
what needs to be done differently by the school, what resourcing or support is 
required to ensure the child is and can be included in all aspects of schooling.  This 
positive view of difference and disability reflects the recognition of individuality and 
a valuing of individual needs and interests.  The tension this creates is managed by 
schools and parents to ensure successful, positive outcomes for the child. 
 
5.2.2 School-positive experiences 
 
Participants discussed in detail the positive experiences that they had at their 
children’s schools.  This sub-category was titled School-positive experiences.  The 
responses provided, illustrate the general response from participants and their 
satisfaction with the success of inclusion for their child. 
 
It's happened better and better - just everybody being dealt with it, under X’s<the 
principal's> guidance here.  We just sort of - everybody's being looked after - 
everybody's being seen to and everything's been dealt with. (FG1- P2) 
 
 
I feel, at this school, it’s more about the education and the needs of the many as to 
the wants and needs of the teachers. (FG2- P4) 
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But the special ed teachers that they’ve got here, Y <head of special education 
services>and all her helpers, the most amazing people I have ever met. (FG 2- P5) 
 
Put it this way.  If I had to move over the other side of town, I wouldn't take my 
kids out of school. (FG 2- P4) 
 
Yes. I wouldn't either.  I’ve told X<principal>if he moves school I’m following. 
I’ve got a normal child here. (FG2- P6) 
 
I feel really welcome here to discuss all my concerns (FG1- P1) 
 
The School-positive experiences above reflect genuine perceptions held by parents in 
relation to their child’s inclusion.  These perceptions are not only rational and 
evidence based, but includes emotion.  These positive experiences were reflected in a 
further sub-category, Child- positive experiences.   
 
5.2.3 Child- positive experiences 
 
Parents again reported the positive experiences that their child with a disability 
experienced at his/her school.  Parents particularly indicated the positives experienced 
through their child being included in school activities, activities their non-disabled 
peers experience as a matter of course. 
 
She’s going to camp this year.  This is a big thing for her. (FG2- P4) 
 
But she started studying languages and she was doing Chinese.  She just took off. 
She loves coming to school. (FG2- P4) 
 
It makes a big difference when you have an environment where the child feels a 
part of and not like this is where I’m being shoved today. (FG2- P6) 
 
Participants were also asked to provide examples of schools where barriers existed 
that effectively excluded their children from participation.  This sub-category was 
described as, School is exclusive and provided examples of schools where 
philosophies, resources and staff provided barriers to inclusion.  These examples 
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illustrated the frustration experienced by parents in negotiating the barriers that are 
causing their children to be excluded from school life.  The responses below provide 
an example of the data coded in this sub-category. 
 
At W <state school>, she couldn't even go and sit at the school assembly. (FG 2- 
P4) 
 
Never did we hear about what they were doing to try and solve, help, fix the 
problem.  It was all about what W's problems were.  It was a focus on how W 
<student>had an issue rather than the issues that schools had.  They couldn't face 
the face the fact that they needed to fix up internal issues rather than blame the 
child. (FG 1- P3) 
 
But unfortunately, a new principal came and took over.  She started suspending 
S<student> for behavioural problems.  That’s when I narked up.  Because as far 
as I’m concerned, a disabled child that has behavioural problems with autism, 
that has been enrolled as an autistic, should not be suspended for behavioural 
problems. (FG 2- P4) 
 
I found out that when they were in this trans whatever class, that they didn’t direct 
a program around all the children, not individual education programs like they do 
here.  They just bundled them all into one group.  I felt that the children weren’t 
being able to express or utilise what skills they did have, which I thought was a 
foundation for the early grades.  I found out that one of my children had 
disappeared for half an hour and they didn’t even know.  I only found out by 
accident.  So I pulled them out of that school and put them into Z  <state school>. 
(FG 2- P5) 
 
The responses from parents clearly illustrate the dilemmas faced.  Where difficulties 
or dilemmas were encountered, parents reported that the difficulties were ignored or 
that decisions were made that had an adverse impact upon the child with a disability.  
It is noted that schools do attempt to reconcile the needs of individual students on the 
one hand and provide a uniform curriculum on the other (Dahl, 1982).  However, it is 
sometimes the instructional methods adopted by schools that create an unreconciled 
dilemma. 
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5.2.4 Child-negative experiences 
 
The sub-category, Child-negative experiences detailed parental experience of the 
impact exclusive practices had upon the child.  Participants described the emotional 
impact that negative schooling experiences had upon their child. 
 
Grade two, I felt the no tolerance to bullying needed a lot of addressing.  My boys 
themselves, only because it went right over their head, they didn’t -- someone 
would say something mean to them, but they didn’t get it.  So blessing to them that 
they didn’t understand what was being done to them. (FG 2- P5) 
 
 
You could see her going to this feud state where she was almost schizophrenic. 
It’s not her.  The parents would and the children would get scared.  For me, the 
saddest thing was seeing those little links that she’d made, those little friends that 
she’d made, basically torn apart. (FG 2- P4) 
 
I had a really, really negative experience with my son's first school.  His very first 
school I took him out after two weeks.  It was that traumatic for him.  The second 
school I tried again caused more problems than they solved.  (FG1- P1) 
 
With W if he would react to other children he would be removed but he didn't see 
the other children being disciplined for that.  He felt he was being disciplined and 
the other children weren't and that was very difficult for him. (FG 1- P2) 
 
The data collected on parent/caregivers perspectives about schooling indicated that 
schools generally were providing inclusive settings for children with disabilities and 
schools were working with parents to create more inclusive environments.  However, 
parents identified barriers to inclusion and described schools and particular 
interactions/experiences as exclusive and did not provide an inclusive supportive 
setting. Parents identified labelling the child as an enabler for exclusion, and as an 
institutional tool which was used as a ‘gate-keeper’ in determining whether a child 
was supported in an inclusive setting.   
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5.2.5 Labelling the child 
 
This was a small sub-category of data, Labelling the child, indicating that this was an 
area of concern and had the effect of stigmatising their children.  The labelling of a 
child with a disability is indicative of Norwich’s (2006) key dilemma; that of 
difference.  In the recognition of the different needs of individuals, parents described 
the negative outcomes associated with this decision; the devaluation, rejection and 
denial of opportunity.  However within the structure of the Queensland education 
system, a child without a ‘label’ is restricted from receiving additional support and 
resourcing.  This tension of difference is evidenced in respondents’ comments.   
 
There's a great emphasis on label and then a number that they attach to say 
how severe this label is.  (FG1- P3) 
 
Whereas I found this school - the label has helped to get him some resources 
but it's always been flexible. (FG 1- P1) 
 
It would be fair then to say that possibly in a meeting - ascertainment meeting 
it's imperative to bump up the rating. (Facilitator) 
Level or severity. (FG1- P2) 
 
Because the more severe a problem is...(Facilitator) 
More funding. (FG 1- P2) 
 
Labelling is an often-used device out of the well-known Triage model, where the 
neediest receive the most.  It is of benefit to the child to be assigned a distinguishable 
label and attendant high number.  The reality of funding for students with disabilities 
is based on this historical ascertainment process.  The down side is that it is subject to 
manipulation to maximise support in often resource deficient settings. 
  
 Chapter Five Focus Groups: Validation of the Research Findings 161 
The transcript analysis identified a number of possible variables which may impact 
upon the school experience.  These included: 
- The extent of their child’s disability 
- The attitude of the school Principal and staff 
- The peer acceptance or rejection 
- The verbal and/or physical bullying 
- The attitude/experience/training of the class teacher 
- The systemic practices and policies. 
 
5.3 Statement Two:  
 
A significant number of parents perceive that their child has been discriminated 
against within the school setting. 
 
This statement and it’s corresponding sub-categories focuses specifically on instances 
of possible discrimination against children with disabilities and their parents’ 
experience in schools.  This category of data contains a number of references from 
parents about the discrimination of their child in schools, and surprisingly (for the 
researcher), references to parents/caregivers experiences of discrimination as a parent 
of a child with a disability. 
 
5.3.1 Discrimination against the child 
 
The first sub-category is Discrimination against the child.  The data reported under 
this sub-category illustrates instances of discrimination experienced by a child with 
disabilities.  The focus group facilitator provided specific focus to illicit comments.  
The facilitator’s remarks are noted below. 
 
To the broad question of discrimination, the group facilitator began by asking the 
interview subjects to consider discrimination on the non-specific macro level to which 
he gained the following response: 
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There's many, many ways that people become victims to that process where their 
child is discriminated against.  Is discriminated in the social environment.  You 
are discriminated by bureaucracy.  You're discriminated by protectionism and 
favouritism.  You're discriminated by the fact that it's easier to blame the child 
and the label that they have. (FG 1- P3)  
 
More specifically another respondent, recalling her daughter’s experience, recalled: 
 
I had problems with her year one teacher.  At one stage, there was a meeting 
called with the president of the P&C at the school trying to have her expelled.  
She was ganged up on severely.  They had the disability services officer come up. 
(FG1- P4)  
 
In statement two and I'll read it to you, a significant number of parents perceive 
that their child has been discriminated against within the school setting.... 
(Facilitator) 
Absolutely. (FG1- P1) 
 
What sort of form does discrimination take? (Facilitator) 
Victimisation. (FG1- P3) 
Segregation. (FG1- P2) 
 
Respondents’ comments indicate that a dilemma of difference creates significant 
challenges to parents of children with disabilities.  In seeking solutions, it would 
appear that all too often, it is the child with a disability who is subject to an adverse 
decision, frequently ‘shrouded’ within an explanation of what is ‘best for the child’.   
The purported rights of the non-disabled students are given priority over the child 
with a disability.  Access to educational opportunity is limited as a result of these 
decisions by the school.   
 
5.3.2 Discrimination against the parent 
 
As described above, a sub-category in this section of the data analysis was described 
as Discrimination against parents in school.  These included examples of parents 
describing how they had experienced discrimination as parents of children with 
disabilities.  This was an unexpected sub-category as consideration had not been given 
by the researcher that parents of students with disabilities would experience 
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personally discrimination resulting from their child’s disability.  The following 
examples are provided by two parents to illustrate this point. 
 
Now I know, coming from a parent who has two normal children and a child who 
has special needs, I know the difference between what’s acceptable and what’s not 
acceptable.  I see the difference in the way these parents treat my individual 
children.  It’s disgusting the way how a child with a disability gets treated so 
badly.  They get shunned.  They get pushed to the back.  They get -- well this is his 
or her special treatment.  They’re in a box.  The mothers and the fathers that come 
to pick up their children go oh my God, here comes that child. (FG1- P6) 
 
 
Then it was facilitated even further by having these meetings where all the parents 
would voice their opinion about my disabled child.  One man -- and I remember 
this very vividly -- said why should we have the concerns of one disabled child 
addressed in front of all our normal children?  When is it going to be the normal 
kids’ turn?  I said well mate, you can go home tonight and your child will be 
normal.  And you’re able to sit down and do what you need to do.  I said this child 
is always disabled and it never stops.  I said so you know, paying a little bit more 
attention to stop classing her that way. (FG2- P4) 
 
The inherent trauma related above is experienced by a parent of a child with a 
disability. It affords an insight into the philosophy of ‘guilt by association.’  The 
parent of the disabled child is juxtaposed as an additional obstacle by parents of 
children without disabilities.  This, in turn, leads to discrimination extending to 
parents and caregivers of children with disability.  In the response above, the parent 
resorts not to admonishing her attacker, but rather pleading for tolerance and 
acceptance.  The response illustrates school based situations in which parents of 
children with disabilities occasionally are placed.  This in turn illustrates the inherent 
layers that exist between the rights of able verses children with disabilities and their 
families. 
 
5.3.2.1  Discrimination against parents outside of school 
The discrimination against parents with a student with disabilities was not restricted to 
inside the school gate.  Two parents commented specifically about how they had 
experienced discrimination outside of school.  Whilst this sub-category 
Discrimination against parents outside of school reports data which falls outside 
the scope of this study, it was important to report this data to show parental 
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experiences and frustration in relation to their interactions with parents of non-
disabled children. 
 
People think you’re just a bad parent. I mean, I’ve been on one holiday.  My 
daughter threw the biggest fit at the side of the pool.  I physically got abused by a 
parent four stories up because I said, right, zero tolerance.  That’s it. We’re 
leaving right now.  It was the last day of our holiday.  I said thank you very much 
for ruining the rest of the day for us.  I got abused.  She screamed down from the 
top balcony, how dare you speak to that child that way?  It really upset me.  I was 
in tears for two days.  I didn’t sleep for two days.  Because it made me feel so bad 
about my parenting skills. (FG2- P4) 
 
The above quote illustrates how parental discrimination extends outside the school 
environment.  Rather than perceiving the outside school environment as a sanctuary of 
tolerance, parents become accosted by discriminatory occurrences in shopping 
centres, holiday resorts, parks and public places. Indeed, as illustrated below, in their 
very own homes. 
It’s even my friends did it <shunning my son>. It’s because R was so demanding. 
He has his needs. He has this special little routine that he has to stick to. N didn’t. 
N was always polite and well behaved. C is too. But R was the special needs child. 
People do it. As much as they love who you are and they love your other children, 
this child is a burden to them. (FG2- P6) 
 
Broader society’s attitude towards people with disabilities is two-fold. Physical 
disabilities tend, by their very nature, to find easier acceptance than psychological 
disabilities.  To this end parents will find genuine physical attempts at acceptance 
such as disabled parking bays, disabled toilets, access ramps in public spaces.  
However, they find limited or no acceptance of psychological disability.  By its very 
nature it is difficult to define, difficult to appropriately manage and even more 
difficult to accept.  Without these three concepts, e.g. definition, management and 
acceptance, society is left with enduring tensions.  When these tensions carry over 
into the school environment is should be seen as a reflection of the attitudes of the 
outside world and not isolated within the school fence. 
 
Whilst this category of data did not contain a large number of references, it was 
significant that all participants made reference to instances of discrimination within 
the school setting.  The following statement, Statement Three examines what, if any, 
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action parents/caregivers may take in response to instances of discrimination and/or 
instances of exclusion. 
 
5.4 Statement Three 
 
The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities rarely complain about the 
‘treatment’ they experience. 
 
Data organised under this statement included the sub-category, Parents rarely 
complain.   
 
5.4.1 Parents rarely complain 
 
This sub-category highlights the reluctance of parents/caregivers to complain 
regarding the ‘treatment’ their child receives within a school.  Two participants 
provided an insight into one of the many reasons why a parent/carer may not 
complain.  A small number of comments were made in relation to this sub-category. 
 
And that's what everybody wants - this picture perfect scenario and you think, if I 
go in and complain and interfere is it going to make life even worse for my child. 
(FG 1- P2) 
 
I think you have to understand that parents at the time when maybe they need to 
complain aren't capable of doing that for many reasons that we've touched on.  
Either they're emotionally drained, they're not sure whether they're the problem, 
whether their child is the problem, they are afraid of making it worse. (FG 1- P3) 
 
I have to vocalise something here.  Those who are only just coming to the 
diagnosis and entering into the Department of Education with their children, for 
the first six to 12 months, yes, they wear it.  You think back to grade one, 
preschool....Like how much did you tolerate before you went, hey, hang on a 
second?  That’s enough. (FG 2- P6) 
 
This section illustrates confusion, hesitancy and fear on the part of parents of children 
with disability.  Having brought up a child to prep entry age, having placed much 
hope in a shared arrangement between home/school, parents are initially reluctant to 
say or do anything that would compromise the initial educational experience of their 
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child.  Such hesitation does not equate with approval, it simply puts in place a course 
of reactive as opposed to proactive responses.  It is only when parents become more 
articulated and knowledgeable about their child’s rights within the school 
environment that proactive advocacy is discernable.  
Some short responses from parents suggest some waited to speak up for 
Six months. (FG 2- P4) 
 
Others waited throughout most of the school year. 
 
Six to twelve. Yes. It was after the 12, the final. (FG 2- P5) 
 
I went 18 months. (FG 2- P6) 
 
5.4.2 Parental involvement in the school 
 
An additional sub-category, Parent involvement in school illustrates the work 
parents/caregivers undertake within their child’s school, attempting to work within the 
system rather than against it.  This sub-category contains a number of references from 
parents/caregivers about the work they undertake within the school to ensure their 
children are supported within the school.  In many of the references, parents act as 
regulators of their child’s behaviour. This is possible when parents – most often 
mothers – either volunteer or are engaged as teacher’s aides by schools.  While this 
volunteering or paid employment places the mother at school it is not an ideal 
arrangement.  When mothers are volunteers at the school they are not always asked to 
supervise their own child with a disability within his/her classroom setting as borne 
out in the response below, but may be called upon to on his care at school. 
 
So if he was having a breakdown in the classroom I would be called to come and 
collect him.  (FG 1- P1) 
 
Others, whether in the school at the time, or at home/work would be contacted during 
school hours to come to the school to take responsibility for their child, prompted this 
response. 
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We took W out the third time he ran out of the school grounds also they would 
phone me up here to say, W's crying and making a fuss and he's in the office 
again. (FG 1- P2) 
 
Others still, confirm that their child’s attendance for a full day, let alone a full week’s 
instruction, was far from certain.  This uncertainty added to ongoing parental anxiety. 
 
Three out of five days, I had to physically take her from school. (FG2- P4) 
 
While another respondent indicated that she re-organised her day to monitor her child 
and the school programme.   
 
I worked at the tuckshop, just to see what was going on in the school. (FG2- P5) 
 
5.4.3 Parental advocacy 
 
An additional sub-category is Parent advocacy.  The data reported here illustrates 
how parents/caregivers act as advocates for their child’s needs.  A number of these 
references indicate how parents advocate for their child and thus avoid the making of 
a complaint in a formal sense. 
 
There is a lot of responsibility on the parent to go out and get the help that you 
need though.  Like we've got pediatricians and psychologists and all that on hand, 
none of whom have done anything and all the help that I have I sourced through 
Autism Queensland and onwards from there.  (FG 1- P1) 
 
I was never informed of my rights. I stood my ground by being a mother. You just 
do what you have to do for your children. (FG 2- P5) 
 
I would say to them look, this is my son. He has a problem. Let’s deal with it. If 
you don’t want to deal with it, I know who to go to if you’re not going to help me. 
(FG 2- P6) 
 
These statements address the core of Parental Advocacy.  On the one hand it shows 
the innovative ideas of enterprising parents aware of their rights and knowledgeable in 
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the acquisition of help.  Yet is also illustrates the lot of the less articulate parents who, 
for no fault of their own, neither have the intellectual nor financial resources to pursue 
agencies external to the school environment. 
 
But I genuinely feel sorry for people who may not - maybe they are in a lower 
socio-economic group or they don't think of these things to engage and then 
maybe go in and be forceful with schools or forceful with the environment that 
they are in and be able to take their child out of the school.  They maybe wait until 
their child is expelled or moved on and then they are victims of the blame game. 
(FG 1- P3) 
 
 
As illustrated by the above responses and the canon of empirical evidence, there is no 
‘one stop shop’ to which parents can turn to seek assistance, advice and advocacy for 
themselves and their children.  Parents appear to be largely left to their own resources 
and initiative to seek out what support/assistance their children are entitled to and 
information regarding their children ‘rights’ is seldom provided without the need for 
parents to elicit this information from schools and education authorities. 
 
5.5 Statement Four:   
 
The experience and training of school staff, teachers/teacher aides and Principal is a 
key determinate of the success of inclusion for a student with a disability. 
 
The final statement and the associated sub-categories highlight the perceptions held 
by parents/caregivers in relation to teachers and school staff.  Positive and negative 
views were provided by participants about teachers, in particular a large number of 
comments were made about teacher’s lack of knowledge- ignorance in relation to 
supporting children with disabilities and the need to ensure all teachers have 
appropriate training. 
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5.5.1 Teachers-positive experiences 
 
The first sub-category is Teachers-positive experiences.  Teachers are described by 
parents as inclusive and they strive to create positive relationships between the school 
and the child. 
The following examples are provided from three participants to illustrate this point: 
 
I said to my husband only the other day, can you make sure that you thank his 
Grade 1 teacher because she turned his education around.  He went from a kid 
who never wanted to go to school and I was dreading trying to drag him through 
high school with this experience that he'd had of hating school because of how he 
was treated to the fact that he's on level with everyone else now and it's because 
her hard work. (FG 1- P2) 
 
She went to long-term day care. She went to X <state school>.  She had no friends 
during any of it, except for the teachers.  Then she would be so close to them that 
she would just cling onto them. (FG 2- P4)  
 
When I started here - he's only been here since Grade 1 and he's only in Grade 3 
now but I found there to be a really good approach to the child as opposed to the 
diagnosis that he has and a more individual way of getting around that for him.  
Also the teachers that I've been matched with so far have been really carefully 
chosen for him. (FG 1- P1) 
 
The sub-category of Positive Teacher experiences is the ideal position which can be 
attained when a range of variables are synchronized.  It can therefore be argued that if 
Principals are able to carefully choose well qualified teachers with specialist training 
in the needs of children with disabilities, similar outcomes could be achieved.  
However, this is a simplistic solution while evidence suggests that inadequate 
emphasis is placed on special education within most current undergraduate studies in 
education.  The lasting impressions, both in student with disability and his/her parent 
from the evidence above is encouraging and suggest less difficulty of acceptance 
beyond school.  The respondents’ comments illustrate the impact teachers can have 
when considering the dilemma of difference in their classrooms.  Teacher willingness 
to address the individual needs of children with a disability within the classroom 
ensures they are able to access the common curriculum and experience educational 
and social success.  This suggests that in many cases the balancing of competing 
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tensions can be achieved.  However as illustrated below, the inability to balance these 
inherent tensions can have negative outcomes. 
 
5.5.2 Teachers- negative experiences 
 
Notwithstanding this indication that parents are satisfied with the inclusive approach 
of a number of teachers, there were a small number of negative remarks about 
teachers and their approaches to working with children with disabilities and their 
families.  This sub-category was described as Teachers-negative experiences.  
Parents discussed the failure of the teachers to take affirmative action to prevent 
bullying of a child with a disability and how the actions, or inaction by teachers 
contributed to a sense of frustration and concern for parents. 
 
I think the bullying comes from the teachers and then it comes from children and 
it's maybe not stopped by teachers and then it escalates...(FG 1- P2)  
 
We persevered for a long time with the first school and we genuinely thought it 
must be something we're doing or it must be W and how can we fix the process 
and we didn't learn until very late in the process that this teacher was having an 
emotional breakdown.  It became obvious when she had only 18 kids in her class 
and she kept taking leave and disappearing which was just disrupting the whole 
class.  But one thing we've always regretted we should have reported the 
behaviour and actions of this teacher and the victimisation of W that went on 
because after W was gone all it did was take away that excuse.  Next it was the 
next child to be picked on in there and that is something we've always looked at 
and said we failed as parents. (FG 1- P3) 
 
Diametrically opposed to 5.5.1, the above responses – were we to assume the teacher 
variable was the sole difference – suggest the role of teachers play a more than 
dominant role in the overall outcome.  Parental vigilance is not always possible.  
Greater monitoring by Principals may have averted those outcomes alluded to above, 
added to which greater professional development may further have aided such 
teachers. 
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5.5.3 Teacher is ignorant 
 
In addition to these negative experiences, there were also a number of comments 
about teachers’ ignorance in relation to knowledge about disabilities, their educational 
needs and appropriate responses to a child’s disability.  This sub-category, Teacher is 
ignorant illustrates the participant’s views. 
 
The teacher really had no understanding of the conditions that these children  
present. (FG 2- P5) 
 
This was a big change for her going to school. But no-one seemed to know 
how to deal with her in a crowded environment.  They <teachers> isolate her 
away from everyone.  If she was having an episode where she was banging her 
head or having out outburst where she couldn't control herself, they would 
take all the kids out of the class.  No, no, you can’t be around S.  She could 
hurt you sort of thing.  Making a big deal of it. (FG2- P4) 
 
‘Ignorance’ should not be misinterpreted as lack of intellectual understanding, nor as 
limited in subject matter.  Rather, the term should be seen as ‘unqualified’ in a similar 
vein to a class teacher ‘unqualified’ to teach Mandarin Chinese language.  Parents 
clearly advocated for additional training and preparation of teachers to work with 
children with disabilities.  This notion of additional teacher training is addressed 
below. 
 
5.5.4 Teacher training 
 
There was also concern expressed by parents/caregivers about the quality and 
availability of teacher training.  This sub-category was described as Teacher 
training.  There was concern expressed for not only ongoing training for all teachers 
but that this need for training should also be addressed through pre-service teacher 
training courses. 
 
Ideally if we go back to all the statements we've discussed - we want to be able 
to set up that commitment in the management group to feed through.  Which I 
think we have here and I think that any training is going to even possibly bring 
that out more. (FG 1- P1) 
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I suppose you do need some exposure with children with disabilities and stuff 
like that.  But I think with student teachers coming in on teaching practice they 
should be exposed to the classes with those children in. (FG 1- P2) 
 
 
I don't think there's enough of that <training> for teachers or teacher aides. 
You're given a child with a disability and often you are just told, there you go.  
As a teacher you don't know what to do sometimes.  I've been on many courses 
as a teacher now but still would like more often and refresh them.  If a new 
teacher aide comes in or a teacher aide comes in - you explain it to that 
teacher aide and train them up in to dealing with the child and then the next 
month she's swapped with somebody else or somebody else comes in. (FG 1- 
P2) 
 
While the number of children with disabilities is increasing, there is no evidence that 
commensurate increases of special education subjects in Bachelor of Education 
degrees have developed in line with this trend.  Such is the complex nature of such 
courses that practicing teachers find it difficult to absorb subject matter beyond the 
basics provided in ongoing professional development provided on Student-Free Days.  
More pre-service teachers should be encouraged to complete studies to better prepare 
them to meet the needs of children with disabilities.  
 
5.5.5 School leadership 
 
Of particular concern to the parents/caregivers was the impact that the school 
leadership, particularly the actions of a Principal, had upon the inclusion of their 
child.  A significant number of references were made to the quality of the school 
leader and how this position can determine the success of inclusion for a child with a 
disability.  The principal’s readiness to consider the conflict that may occur in 
delivering a common curriculum to individual students and his/her willingness to 
explore innovative solutions in creating stability, albeit in some cases, temporary, 
between these competing tensions is one of the elements which enables the success of 
inclusion.  In acknowledging difference, the school principal challenges dilemmas 
that Artiles (1998) proposes, “may pose insurmountable choices between similar or 
preferential treatment, between neutrality or accommodation” (p.32).  This section 
will focus on the parent/carers perceptions about how the school leader’s actions 
determine the outcomes for their child.  The first sub-category is School leadership-
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positive comments and this sub-category provided many examples of how the school 
leader supported children with disabilities and their families. 
 
A’s <principal>had this straight out across the board practice that he has. He has 
a code of ethics that he stands and lives by. He has his own ethics that he lives by 
as well for in personal life as well, which he includes in his work.  As a person, 
he’s the most brilliant man I’ve ever come across as far as a principal who does 
get involved with the students.  He knew every child’s name at the school. (FG 2- 
P6) 
 
…..But I would not have known about it if I hadn’t of been with B <deputy 
principal> and C <head of special education services> with the support of A. 
They all got together. They got me out. I’ve never seen that much support. I 
thought that was …just amazing. (FG 2- P5) 
 
It's happened better and better - just everybody being dealt with it, under A's < 
principal> guidance here. (FG 2- P2) 
 
It’s a culture he A <principal> breeds in his students and his staff that you can 
physically, tangibly feel when you come to the school. (FG 2- P4) 
 
These comments demonstrated what could be achieved and were at one end of the 
spectrum, largely due to the inherent leadership qualities of the principal or other 
senior staff.   
 
5.5.5.1  School leadership- negative experiences 
Parents also indicated how children with disabilities can be excluded through the 
action of the school leader.  Sub-category, School leadership- negative comments 
provided a number of examples where the participants described instances of where 
the actions of the school leaders had been exclusionary. These comments centered on 
change in leadership and/or a lack of approachability. 
 
That school that she was at had three principals within a few months. It had three 
acting teachers… and someone retired and then this somebody else came in and 
tried to put a big stiletto mark on everyone’s head because she wanted the power 
trip.  It wasn’t about the children.  It wasn’t about the education.  It was about her 
own needs. (FG 2- P4)  
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We had two problems - you had a revolving headship that was in there.  You had a 
permanent head that was replaced by an acting then another permanent head 
came in on. (FG 1- P3)  
 
The principal didn’t want to know anything about it. I tried to make an 
appointment to see him.  He’s now no longer there.  Mothers talk. We were talking 
around the classroom about how he’s very unapproachable.  That was the thing 
that really got me.  There was no communication between the teachers and the 
parents.  We were more than willing.  Yes, please talk to us.  We want to know 
what’s going on.  What can we do to continue on at home?  Just to support what 
was happening at the school. (FG 2- P5) 
 
Moreover in addition to these comments in relation to the positive and negative 
impact that the school leadership has upon the inclusion of students with disabilities, 
parents/caregivers provided a number of general comments and recommendations in 
relation to the school leadership impact.  These general comments provided a useful 
summary of the sub-categories discussed here. 
 
The leadership group commitment is what is the key deciding factor on the success 
of any program in the school. (FG 1- P3)  
 
... if the teacher feels supported by management they are going to make better 
decisions and keep focused and committed. (FG 1- P1) 
 
It boils down to it every time doesn't it.  Good management...and flexible 
management. (FG 1- P2) 
 
5.6 Data summary from focus groups 
 
The purpose of the focus groups was to further investigate the research question:  
What are the experiences of parents of children with disabilities in relation to 
inclusive education practices?  The focus groups collected data from 2 groups of 
parents who had children with disabilities enrolled in Queensland State Schools.  A 
total of six parents volunteered to participate in the focus group interviews.  Parents 
were provided with a series of Statements and were asked in the focus groups to 
respond to these Statements and talked about their perceptions about their child’s 
experiences in Queensland state schools.  Each focus group interview was an hour in 
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length.  The children of the participants were enrolled in primary school and the 
children had a broad range of disabilities. 
 
Parents in the focus group interviews expressed many positive comments about 
schools and how they are working on becoming increasing inclusive.  The work of the 
teachers and school leadership were recognised as key determinants as to the success 
or failure of inclusion.  This focus on positive school community was evidence in the 
data and supported the ongoing efforts of school staff and parents in the provision of 
positive learning experiences for children with disabilities.   
 
The focus group data indicated that whilst the incidents of parental complaints of 
discrimination was small, factors such as fear of repercussions for their family and 
child held many parents back from making any complaints.  Parents indicated that 
they tended to attempt to work very closely with the school and attempt to ‘pre-empt’ 
any difficulties.  Parents indicated that they would sometimes go to extraordinary 
lengths to avoid potential conflict with school staff and therefore avoid any potential 
complaints.  This role for parental advocacy was expressed as a strong and necessary 
support for children with disabilities and the development of better practices of 
inclusion within schools.  Parents discussed how they used a range of strategies to 
work with schools to support their children.  Providing the vital link between the 
school and outside organisations, providing physical support and involvement in the 
general school life were all areas in which parents worked to support their child and 
their school. 
Participants in the focus groups raised concerns in relation to the schooling system 
and the need to ‘label’ a child to achieve a level of support for their child.  The notion 
of improved teacher training and the need for an understanding of the philosophy of 
inclusive education and acceptance of difference by teachers and schools were topics 
in which participants readily provided input. It was evident from the data that there 
are teachers and staff who continue to lack the necessary knowledge and skills to 
support children with disabilities.  These schools have not made children with 
disabilities welcome in their communities and are reluctant to accept a policy of 
inclusion. 
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The focus group data clearly illustrated the dilemmas that are faced by parents, 
schools and children with disabilities in primary schools.  The contradiction is a clear, 
between the intention to treat all students as essentially the same and the equal tension 
in treating them as individuals.  At a practical level, in seeking to educate all learners 
within common schools, through a common National curriculum using similar 
pedagogical methods, a dilemma is created in seeking to respond to individual needs 
within the sometimes rigid framework.  Schools and parents working within this 
contradiction face a series of ongoing dilemmas.  The more schools attempt to 
emphasise what children have in common, the greater chance that the individual needs 
of the child with a disability are overlooked or deliberately disregarded.  For the 
parent of a child with a disability, negotiation of the education system can be thus 
seen as a journey through a series of contradictory tendencies that arise between the 
dual imperatives of commonality and difference. 
 
Schools are also confronted with the same dilemma.  As schools attempt to develop 
common comprehensive curricula and adopt common pedagogical approaches, they 
are confronted by substantive differences between the individual students.  The 
challenge for schools and education systems remains the need to recalibrate the 
common ideal of a schooling with the acknowledgement and commitment to 
difference and the individual (Dyson, 2001). 
 
It is clear that this inherent tension creates instability of any resolution of the 
‘dilemma of difference’.  Berlin (1990) noted that not all values are compatible and 
that the tensions they create are not always capable of satisfactory solutions.  
However it is important that the dilemma is recognised and alternatives are 
contemplated and sought.  Whilst the instability between the two ideals- commonality 
and difference may not be able to be resolved satisfactorily and may ultimately 
fragment, this fragmentation in itself may create future alternative resolutions.  The 
real challenge for schools then is not to ignore the dilemma of difference but to 
actively interrogate the dilemmas that may result in developing inclusive cultures.  
Neither reject nor uncritically accept potential courses of action.  To ensure that 
educators are placed to manage the complexities and contradictions in an informed 
manner, Dyson (2001)provides this advice:  
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I suggest, of some carefully thought-through sets of values, principles and 
perspectives that we are prepared to articulate and defend.  Only in this way 
can we detect the silences and unspoken assumptions of what is proposed.  
Only in this way, too, can we engage in rational debate both amongst 
ourselves and with the wider group of stakeholders outside the professional 
community.  (p.28) 
 
There was a high degree of correlation between the conclusions reached from the 
analysis of the data from the parent questionnaire and the data in relation to the four 
statements collected from the focus groups. 
 
In relation to the Research Question, comments collected from the focus groups 
provided additional data in relation to those parents of children with disabilities; 
 
- experiences between schools vary from parent to parents, child to child. 
- experiences within a school vary from parent to parent and more 
specifically from child to child 
- that a number of parents perceive that their child has experienced some 
form of discrimination at school.  Many times this discrimination can be 
subtle. 
- The discrimination can be direct and indirect in its nature and is frequently 
linked to resourcing. 
- Parents are reluctant to complain due to fear of repercussions for their 
child or that it would not make a difference. 
- It is the attitude and experience of the classroom teacher and the principal 
that is the biggest determinant of success for the educational experiences 
of the child with disabilities in the primary school setting. 
In addition to the validation of the data analysis from the parent questionnaire, 
information from the focus groups illuminated a number of potential areas for 
additional research.  This is further addressed in Chapter Seven. 
Chapter Six presents an overall discussion of the research program.  An overview of 
the research program is provided and the main findings of the research are discussed.  
A discussion of the findings in relation to anti-discrimination legislation is 
undertaken.  Implications for inclusive education theory and anti-discrimination 
legislation are discussed. 
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Chapter Six 
Discussion 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the data reported in relation to the research 
question for this study.  Moreover, a model of inclusive education will be discussed 
that will have implications for the future work of school principals, teachers and 
education authorities.   
 
The main findings from the research are discussed along with the theoretical 
implications of the project.  This discussion progresses into a focus on the issues 
associated with disability and in particular discrimination.  The highlighted section in 
Figure 6.1 illustrates the position of this chapter in relation to this research project. 
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Figure 6.1   
 
6.2 Overview of research finding 
 
Four essential themes or statements were identified from an analysis of the 
experiences of parents of children with disabilities at school.  This analysis considered 
a review of the literature and the data collected from the Parent Questionnaire.  The 
 Chapter Six Discussion 180 
statements’ authenticity were further established through the use of the focus groups.  
The participants indicated that they believed the statements encapsulated their 
experiences in schools and the experiences of their child.  These organising statements 
were; 
 
Statement One:  The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities 
experience at schools vary greatly from family to family and from school to school. 
 
Statement Two:  A number of parents perceive that their child has been 
discriminated against within the school setting. 
 
Statement Three:  The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities rarely 
complain about the ‘treatment’ they experience. 
 
Statement Four:  The experience and training of school staff- teachers/teacher aides 
and Principal is a key determinate of the success of inclusion for a student with a 
disability. 
 
Each of these statements is now discussed. 
 
6.2.1 Statement One 
 
The study indicates that what parents of children with disabilities experience at 
schools varies greatly from family to family and from school to school.  
 
For parents participating in this study it could be concluded that this statement 
described their experiences and formed part of the research findings.   
A significant number of parents reported positive experiences with their child’s school 
and their experiences, 
The support that we have received from the Queensland education system has 
been fantastic.  (R. 3) 
 
I don’t have any complaints.  I am happy with the support my child gets at her 
school.  They are always happy to help with any problems that may arise with 
her schooling.  (R.5) 
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However, a substantial number of parents reported negative experiences as well.  A 
range of responses were received from parents who felt that they were part of a 
community who valued difference and diversity and their child was an important part 
of that community, to parents whose children had been excluded not only from 
participation in school activities, had been restricted in their enrolment, but had not 
even been permitted inside the school gate of their local school.   
 
The first school wasn’t interested in helping him at all and made him worse. 
(R. 14) 
 
In the recently released Federal government report Shut Out: The Experience of 
People with Disabilities and their Families in Australia (2009), 29 % of respondents 
reported frustration with the education system with which they interacted.  The 
majority of these submissions alleged that the system had little ability to meet the 
needs of students with disabilities.  This frustration with the education system was 
also reported in the 2011 Queensland Parents for People with a Disability report 
(Mann, 2011).   
 
Through this research programme, a number of factors were identified which parents 
believed would contribute to the success of inclusion.  Parents indicated that there was 
a need for enhanced support to assist children with disabilities in schools.  This 
support and associated funding was critical to provide the specialist programming and 
support that is required.  Parents suggested generally that additional support should be 
provided to children with disabilities regardless of the educational setting that they 
may be educated in.  Parental concerns in relation to adequate funding for students 
with disabilities were reflected in the Senate Inquiry into the education of students 
with a disability which concluded that there was unambiguous evidence of under-
resourcing of support programs for students with a disability in relation to including 
students with disabilities in the primary and secondary school environments.  The 
inquiry found significant funding inconsistencies across the States and Territories for 
students with disabilities (Senate Committee Employment  Workplace Relations and 
Education Reference Committee, 2002). 
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Parents identified teacher aide support and specialist teachers as the most critical 
factors for the success of inclusion for their children, followed by acceptance of their 
child by student peers and the school staff.  Analysis of parents’ written responses and 
the responses from parents involved in the focus groups revealed a number of 
fundamental pre-requisites which may be more difficult for schools to deliver.  
Parents revealed a need for the school to involve parents in genuine consultations and 
collaboration.  Schools need to consider parents as more than equals in the 
school/home relationship.  Genuine attempts must be made by the school to embrace 
the student’s difference and move beyond a deficit model of school which has been 
traditionally held by many educational professionals.  Parents reported higher levels 
of satisfaction where their child’s school had engaged with the parents on a 
fundamental level and, as a result, a shift in the traditional power relationship had 
taken place.  
The development and continued maintenance of collaboration between school staff, 
parents and the students themselves can provide an effective mechanism to support 
students with disabilities (Ainscow, et al., 2004).  Approaches such as this can provide 
important opportunities to critically examine personally-held assumptions relating to 
difference and inclusion and the school/classroom practices that emerge from these 
suppositions.  
 
Coupled with a desire for genuine collaboration and consultation between school and 
home, parents also expressed a need for open and honest communication between 
parents and the school.   
  
I have found honest and open communication with school important.  Set 
realistic goals and do not be aggressive- it takes time.  (R. 19) 
 
Parents in this study indicated that appropriate levels of funding were required to 
support students with disabilities and that additional funding to support students was 
necessary for a truly inclusive education to be achieved.   
 
Furthermore parents strongly supported improved teacher training and targeted 
professional development for school staff.  Parents indicated that they believed that 
the best teachers for their children were teachers who had a combination of experience 
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with training for students with disabilities.  Parents maintained that staff who were 
well trained and engaged in ongoing professional development in teaching 
methodologies for students with disabilities are essential for the creation of an 
inclusive environment in the primary school. 
 
Our experience over the past months has been very positive, mainstream 
school very supportive- education children and staff and continually 
maintaining communication.  (R. 19) 
 
In addition to the importance of teacher training and support, was the acceptance of 
inclusion of a student with disabilities by the teachers and the school principal, in 
particular, the success of inclusion depended on engagement of key personnel within 
the school with parents. 
 
So the key thing to look for is finding somebody that will actually engage in 
the process.  We’ve had incredibly mixed results.  (FG 1- P3) 
 
Parents who discussed successful inclusion all indicated that it was the involvement of 
the school staff, with a positive attitude towards; the challenge of inclusion, the 
parents of the student with disabilities and the children themselves that established the 
foundation for a fruitful relationship.  Parents conceded that the relationship between 
school and home was tested throughout their child’s schooling, but the strong 
fundamental values and beliefs regarding the student with disabilities ‘place’ in the 
primary school by all parties enabled parents and school personnel to successfully 
negotiate these testing times.  One parent in describing an argument she had with the 
school principal illustrated this point, 
… that little argument, it was quite a big argument.  That argument we had 
has not affected the way he’s (the principal) treated me or treated my children 
(FG 2 - P1) 
  
 
6.2.2 Statement Two 
 
A number of parents perceive that their child has been discriminated against within 
the school setting. 
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This statement focuses on what the researcher considers is at the heart of this research 
project.  That is, to explore parental experience through anti-discrimination legislation 
and case law to determine whether students with disabilities and their parents are 
subjected to practices by schools which are discriminatory and exclusive in nature. 
 
Disability discrimination legislation has been enacted in Australia for almost twenty 
years.  During this time it has been subjected to judicial scrutiny and interpretation, 
has resulted in the establishment of Federal and State anti-discrimination commissions 
and tribunals in every State and Territory and has been extensively promoted within 
the community. 
 
Examination of complaint data received by the Federal Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission and the various State anti- discrimination 
tribunals/commissions (see Table 3.3 Formal Complaints of Discrimination in 
Education on the Grounds of Disability or Impairment) would suggest that the 
introduction of the Disability Standards for Education has had little impact upon the 
occurrences of discrimination experienced by parents and their children with 
disabilities.  Complaints of discrimination under the Disability Discrimination Act, 
which includes any contravention of the Standards, has steadily been increasing from 
2000. 
 
A number of parents, 36% in this study reported that they and their child had 
experienced some form of discrimination within schools, with a further 2% of parents 
reporting that they were unsure whether they or their child had been discriminated 
against.  However the majority of participants in this study reported that they had not 
experienced any discrimination in the course of their child’s schooling. 
 
All of the participants in the study who reported discrimination indicated that they had 
experienced this discrimination at a previous school and that this had been a 
significant factor in the decision to subsequently change schools.  No parent reported 
that they were currently experiencing instances of discrimination in their new school.  
However, on examination of parents written comments, particularly in relation to 
enrolment, it would appear that parents and their children have been discriminated 
against.  Significant numbers of children are not enrolled at their local school or the 
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school of their choice; rather, many participants in this study indicated that they were 
refused enrolment at a previous school and were required to transport their children 
over extended distances outside their community to another school.  Parents did not 
report this lack of choice as discrimination, rather it was seen as part of the ‘journey’ 
that parents of children with disabilities were required to navigate. 
 
Respondents in this study were able to identify four key areas: 1) enrolment, 2) 
participation, 3) specialist support, and 4) staff/student attitude; in which schools have 
been slow to respond to the need for changes in practice and policy to not only 
address aspects of inclusion but to ensure compliance with Anti-Discrimination 
legislation, this finding reflects the results in Flynn’s study (1997).  Interestingly, all 
four areas of discrimination are dealt with specifically by the Disability Standards for 
Education 2005.  Section 4: Admissions, Section 5: Participation, Section 7: Student 
Support Services and Section 8: Harassment and Victimisation all provide specific 
standards of practice for educational institutions in the four major complaint areas 
described by parents.  It is of some concern, therefore, that the Disability Standards do 
not appear to have had a greater impact upon discrimination in schools.  In addition, 
parents indicated that their children had been removed from their school as a result of 
the discrimination that they had experienced. 
 
Participants in this study indicated that they had been refused enrolment in their local 
school and in addition, respondents indicated that when they were enrolled at a 
primary school, they were not only subjected to restrictions, but in some cases only 
partially enrolled in the school.  The enrolments conditions included part time 
attendance at school, parents attending school during lunch breaks to supervise or take 
their child home and being subjected to an extended enrolment process. 
 
Parents indicated that their child was expressly refused access to participate in school 
activities as a result of their child’s disability.  Camps and interschool sport were two 
activities in which parents indicated that their children are more likely to be refused 
access/participation.  24% (n= 12) of respondents indicated that their children were 
refused participation in camps or were only permitted to go ‘sometimes’.  This 
negative response was slightly smaller in relation to student participation in 
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interschool sport with 22% (n= 11) of respondents indicating that their child was 
refused participation in interschool sport or that this only occurred ‘sometimes’.   
Respondents indicated that their children did not always have satisfactory access to 
specialist support services and personnel.  Respondents indicated that support from 
teacher aides was the most required support.  However, the extent of this support was 
restricted in some schools and allocations of time and personnel did not always 
sufficiently address student needs. 
 
Parents also indicated that their children had been subjected to harassment and 
victimisation as a result of the child’s disability.  Students with a disability were 
subjected to harassment from non-disabled peers, staff members and community 
members.  Parents indicated that in some cases the harassment of students with a 
disability by their non-disabled peers was not addressed by staff members or 
prevented. 
 
Each of the areas of discrimination identified by parents in this study will be 
elaborated upon in Section 6.5 below. 
6.2.3 Statement Three 
 
The study indicates that parents of children with disabilities rarely complain about the 
‘treatment’ they experience. 
 
Parents in this study indicated that they rarely complained about the discrimination 
they encountered in schools.  This study found that only 16% of the sample 
population in Phase 2 had made a complaint regarding instances of discrimination.  
This was despite 36% of respondents indicating that they or their children had 
experienced discrimination at the school.  Writers such as Flynn (1997) indicated that 
there was a number of reasons why parents were reluctant to complain.  Flynn 
identified three key reasons why parents did not lodge a complaint.  They were; 
• Parents were afraid of the potential consequences of any complaint, 
• Parents thought that no-one would act on their complaint; and  
• Parents were unsure whom to complain to. 
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Parents described all three circumstances in this study and additionally identified two 
further reasons for this reluctance to complain: Parents were unsure as to who was 
responsible, and parents were not emotionally capable to complain and then see the 
process through. 
 
The first additional reason provided by parents for not complaining implies that 
parents questioned themselves as to whether the school was correct in its actions and 
that they (the parents) or their child was blame for the situation in which they found 
themselves.  Such a view is summarised by one parent, 
 
I mean we didn’t know who to complain to and secondly I would say we didn’t 
know whether we were to blame or not.(FG 1- P3) 
 
Parents in these circumstances agonise over the root cause of their experience.  They 
expressed uncertainty as to what or whom was responsible for the situation they were 
experiencing.  Parents expressed confusion and anger which was unable to be 
addressed due to the reluctance to complain.    
 
Another reason why parents did not complain was that parents were too emotionally 
drained from the incidents that lead to the possible complaint that they could not face 
the potential fight a complaint would create.   
I think you have to understand that parents at the time when maybe they need 
to complain aren’t capable of doing that for many of the reasons that we’ve 
touched on.  Either they’re emotionally drained, they’re not sure whether 
they’re the problem, whether their child is the problem, they are afraid of 
making it worse.  (FG 1- P3) 
… you don’t have the energy to complain because you’re flat out trying to 
settle them into this entirely new situation and start again.  (FG 1- P1) 
Parents expressed both a mental and physical exhaustion in dealing with negative 
experiences so that they then had little ‘energy’ to follow a complaint through to a 
successful conclusion.  It was evident from this research program that many parents 
opt to change schools as an alternative to making a complaint and that this option was 
seen as one that required less emotional energy.    
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Parents also reported few positive outcomes as a result of making a complaint, 
indicating that generally a negative response was experienced from schools in 
response to the complaint.  Parents reported that they had received an aggressive 
response from schools to a complaint which suggested parents should reconsider their 
child’s enrolment.  This was commonly experienced: 
Also told we could always change schools if we were not happy with the way 
our son is being treated. (R.9) 
This theme of rejection of the complaint and the child has been reported in other 
studies (Mann, 2011), and it would appear that many parents on receiving this advice 
from a school generally act upon it and change schools.  
 
6.2.3.1  Changing schools 
It was observed by the researcher that whilst the numbers of parents who made a 
complaint were small in number, there were a significant number of parents who had 
changed school but did not make a complaint.  This was reflected in the 100% of the 
participants in Phase 3- Focus groups who expressed that they had changed their 
child’s school as some stage in their primary schooling due to a level of 
dissatisfaction with their child’s school.  Parents expressed that they saw a change of 
school as a path of less resistance and that this was a positive outcome for their child.  
This changing of schools was reported in other studies (Flynn, 1997; Mann, 2011) .   
Parents also reported that the change of school followed considerable deliberations 
and was not an impulsive decision.  Parents reported considering a range of variables 
before moving schools.  These variables included: level of support their child was 
receiving from support personnel, the attitude of the staff and principal, the quality of 
the teaching and learning programs and the specialist needs of their child. 
My son progressed from a Special Education Development Unit to mainstream 
primary school.  Everyone was positive, but not truthful.  I could see for 
myself that he needed an individual program and life skills and a very high 
level of support that was provided at a special school. (R.30) 
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Interestingly, whilst no parent reported that their child had been excluded from their 
previous school and the change had been a parental choice, it was apparent through 
their responses that schools, in some instances, gave parents very little choice. 
The school didn't care and said we had to go to a special school as they don't 
have the training or funding. (R.28) 
I got no support when I was trying to make it better, to just ‘let’s do something 
about it’.  I was told about another school and that it had a very good name 
and I should enrol at that other school.  (FG 2- P5)  
This notion of ‘choice’ is questionable, when in reality the school is telling a parent 
and a student with a disability that they are not wanted or valued at that school and the 
choice becomes one of ‘anywhere else but here’.  The satisfaction expressed by 
parents after the change could be a sense of relief or as the Queensland Parents for 
People with a Disability (QPPD) report (Mann, 2011) suggests, parents are ‘wore 
down’ in pursuing an alternative placement and this can effectively lower 
expectations.  Parents may talk of being happy with a school because they are not 
having to fight with the school administration team and are potentially settling for 
situations which are less than what they could be.  This is an area that may benefit 
from further research. 
 
6.2.3.2  Complaint mechanisms 
15 years ago Flynn (1997, p. 6) concluded: 
Most complaints by parents or students were made to a teacher or to the 
principal.  The lack of complaint mechanisms within education systems, the 
responsiveness and fear of consequences, deterred people from formal and 
higher level complaints. 
This research program found continued support for this conclusion.  Of the small 
numbers of participants who made a complaint, no-one reported making a complaint 
to any person/body outside the school.  All complaints that were reported were made 
to school based staff.  Respondents expressed that they did not make a complaint for 
the reasons discussed above and that this may explain the discrepancy between the 
numbers of parents who expressed that they or their children had experienced some 
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form of discrimination and the small number of complaints.  Another possible 
explanation for this discrepancy may be found in the complaint mechanisms that are 
available to parents. 
 
In this study, parents expressed a belief that there is insufficient information on what 
to do if you wish to make a complaint; 
I think they need some sort of criteria given when you start school that if you 
have a problem these are the steps to go through.... In a school booklet they 
hand out when you first enroll, here's what we do, we do this, we do that, if 
you have problems do this.  (FG 1- P2)  
 
The research illustrates that parents are not fully informed of the processes for making 
a complaint.  This is unfortunate given that Queensland State Schools have a 
requirement within the Department of Education and Training Policy and Procedures 
Register,  CMR-PR-001 Complaints Management- State Schools that they; 
 
-develop a process for managing complaints from students, parents, staff, 
teachers and the broader community within the intent of this policy… 
and 
-ensure all parents and students are provided with a copy of the Making a 
Complaint  document. 
-make the school's Complaints Management Procedure readily available to 
members of the school community. 
 
In addition to this process, The Queensland Department of Education and Training 
has also published Making a Complaint- Information for parents and carer’ (see 
appendix 6.1) to ensure parents and students are fully informed as to the complaint 
process and avenues that are available.  
 
It can be concluded from this research that State Schools may be failing to follow this 
policy and the associated procedures and parents are ‘being kept in the dark’ as to 
their options and avenues in making a compliant.  There needs to be clear complaint 
mechanisms developed by every school and these need to be widely published to 
ensure all parents have a clear understanding to how a complaint can be made and to 
whom a complaint can be made.  A more open process provides all parties with 
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opportunities for clear communication which can, in turn, contribute to the successful 
partnership between school and home that is vital for the inclusion of students with 
disabilities. 
 
I found that I just knew my rights.  No-one explained anything to me.  There 
was no communication.  It might have been you need to come and talk to the 
principal because Y’s been suspended.  It got my back up.  It was the wrong 
way to go about things. (FG 1- P1) 
  
 
6.2.4 Statement Four 
 
The experience and training of school staff-teachers/teacher aides and Principal is a 
key determinate of the success of inclusion for a student with a disability. 
 
This has been a recurring theme throughout this research project.  Parents in both the 
questionnaires and the focus groups emphasised the importance of the attitude of 
school staff and their training and experience with working with students with 
disabilities as an important attribute of an inclusive school.  Parents commented: 
 
Educate teachers as to the needs of children with disabilities.  (R. 6) 
 
Teachers need better training with regards to children with disabilities on how 
to approach and deal with them.  (R. 9) 
 
…and to train teachers about different disorders that children have and what 
the specific traits are for different disorders.  (R. 12)  
 
The findings in this study indicate that for inclusion to be successful in Queensland 
schools there is a need to address the fundamental importance of training for all 
teachers, both through ongoing professional development and pre-service training for 
all teachers.  Training for teachers needs to not only build teacher knowledge but also 
address teacher confidence and expand their intellectual leadership (Slee, 2011).  
Teacher education should be wide reaching, including training in areas of behaviour, 
academic programming, input regarding the specific physical and socio-
developmental characteristics of their students and also an opportunity to focus on 
personal values and how the actions and values of an individual teacher contribute to 
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either the inclusion or exclusion of students with disabilities.  Inclusive education, like 
the teaching of basic teaching of literacy and numeracy, should be seen as everyone’s 
business within the school.  This notion of inclusion being everyone’s business and 
training implications was identified by parents as involving all staff, not just the 
child’s teacher nor restricted to just the teaching team. 
 
But teachers and staff need to know- just because the child is in my class 
doesn’t mean I’m the only person that needs training because somebody else 
is out on playground duty or on bus duty and they don’t know that child.  
(FG 1- P2) 
 
Parents in the focus groups discussed how they valued being involved in the class 
placement of their children from one year to the next.  Whilst this process espouses a 
valuing of the collaborative relationship between school and home, it also tends to 
ensure that children with disabilities are taught by the same group of teachers- those 
who demonstrate and value inclusive behaviours.   
 
 Place them with specific teachers really, predominately… It’s very carefully 
 thought out and it’s to the child’s behavioural needs…  (FG 2- P4)   
 
This approach however does little to challenge the values, beliefs and practices of the 
teachers in a school who do not have the opportunity to teach children with 
disabilities.  All teachers should be encouraged to become life-long learners 
throughout their careers and contribute to schools as places of inclusion.  
 
They (the teachers) have attended a course outlining how they can help 
achieve a normal educational system and this has been achieved 100%.  
 (R. 39) 
 
Teachers need to take up the role of leading the educational programming for all of 
their students, particularly for students with disabilities.  Research by Marks, Schrader 
and Levine (1999), and Bourke (2008) found that teacher aides were assuming the 
majority of the responsibility for the academic and behavioural needs of students with 
disabilities in schools because the class teacher did not have the same close personal 
relationship and knowledge of the student’s academic and behavioural needs.  This 
could partly explain the 100% response from parents in relation to their child’s need 
for support teachers and teacher aides in this research project. 
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Participants in this study indicated that they believed that training of teachers should 
hold equal importance with the attitude of the teachers and principal of the school.  
The majority of participants indicated that the acceptance of their children with 
disabilities by the school staff was critical to the inclusion of their children in school.  
Parents insightfully indicated that training alone was not a solution, rather, the 
training of teachers needed to be coupled with the commitment by teachers to students 
with disabilities. 
 
You need training, but that training is meaningless without commitment.  
Adding more training will not fix the issue.  The issues lies with the 
commitment from first of all the management group (school administration 
team) that spreads down into the teacher base.  Just throwing money at 
training won’t fix what you’ve got.  If people don’t care or don’t empathise 
with that child then they have no ability to use that training. (FG 1- P3) 
 
It has long been maintained by researchers that the attitudes of school staff, especially 
the teacher and the principal, are vital to the successful inclusion of students with 
disabilities in the primary school (Ainscow, 1995; Bailey & du Plessis, 1997; Flynn, 
1997; Ingram, 1997).  In a more recent study by Elkins, et al.(2003) over 87% of 
respondents indicated that the positive attitudes of both the Principal and class teacher 
were critical in the facilitation of inclusion.  64 % of parents in the present study 
indicated a similar response, that the attitude of the school staff was vital for the 
successful inclusion of their children. 
 
Yes. It’s like their attitude (school staff) was ‘she’s a special needs and doesn’t 
belong in mainstream’.  (FG 2- P6) 
 
It makes a big difference when you have an environment where the child feels 
a part of and not like this is where I’m being shoved today.  (FG 2- P6) 
 
The key role of the principal and others in leadership positions as a determiner of the 
success of an inclusive program within a school was also identified by Flynn (1997).   
 
The leadership group commitment is what is the key deciding factor on the 
success of any program in the school.  (FG 1- P3) 
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In her study, Flynn (1997) reported that parents who had experienced principals with 
negative attitudes, stated that they had incurred comments from principals ranging 
from “simple rudeness to outright verbal abuse” (p.22).  This does not set a positive 
atmosphere for school/home relations.  Conversely, a number of families in this 
earlier study, reported that their principal was supportive and willing to ensure 
satisfactory education access for all students, as exemplified in the following account: 
 School for my daughter is generally good and a positive experience for her.   
We are very fortunate in having a caring school principal and teachers.  Many  
of our friends are not so lucky. (p.24) 
 
These 14 year old comments were reflected in the statements from the parents in this 
study regarding the role of school leaders in establishing a positive climate. 
It’s a culture.  It’s a culture he (the principal) breeds in his students and staff 
that you can physically, tangibly feel when you come to the school.   
(FG  2- P4) 
 
X (the school principal) brings a positive attitude to the school and to his 
teachers.  (FG 2- P6) 
 
Ingram (1997) suggests that a successful inclusive school requires the principal to 
identify and articulate a philosophy or vision that reflects the belief that all children 
can learn and that students with special needs have the right to be educated alongside 
their peers within schools.  Parents in this study agreed with this contention and 
maintained that the principal is responsible for establishing an agenda of inclusion 
within the school and establishes a ‘tone’ in which every child is valued and 
difference is considered an important aspect of the school community.   
It is important, therefore, that principals and key staff members are aware of the effect 
that their personal values and actions have, in relation to the acceptance of inclusion 
as a recognition of the rights of students with disabilities to be educated with their 
peers, within their own communities.  Principals have a key role in setting the moral 
standards within the school and will at times require a school leader to challenge the 
views and opinions of other community members in defending the right of the 
disabled student to an education in their school. 
 
At one stage, there was a meeting called with the president of the P&C at the 
school trying to have her expelled. (FG 1- P1) 
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The findings of this study support the findings of studies which have established that 
inclusion can be successful if school staff are experienced in working with children 
with disabilities and are supported by pre-service training and ongoing professional 
development.  The school principal has been shown to be critical in establishing a 
culture that is inclusive and values difference.  Principals need to examine their 
personal values and beliefs and consider how these may contribute to inclusive 
practices in the school. 
 
6.2.4.1 Special schooling 
 
This research revealed an unexpected outcome in relation to the experiences of 
parents who had changed schools from the primary to special sector.  Parent responses 
in relation to this change were extremely positive and parents perceived the special 
school as a supportive environment where their children were safe from bullying from 
peers and their needs were identified and supported. 
 
Once in special school system very positive support, no discrimination or 
exclusion.  Caring, supportive, well-trained staff.   (R.21) 
 
These responses from parents, whilst unexpected, appear to be supported through the 
literature (Kidd & Hornby, 1993; Leyser & Kirk, 2004).  In the study by Palmer et. al. 
(2001), parents who opposed inclusion indicated that they believed that the severity of 
their child’s disability precluded the potential benefit of the inclusion program.  
Further, it was maintained that the educational benefit of such a program along with 
any social advantage was insufficient to support inclusion for their child.   
 
I am so relieved that my daughter goes to a special school and doesn't have to 
deal with other children teasing her and bullying her and already overworked 
teachers making it very clear that a child with disabilities is an added 
unwanted burden.  My experience as a social worker working with vulnerable 
families who have children in specialised units is that the children prefer to 
spend the majority of time in SEU than deal with hostile mainstream 
environment.  (R. 25) 
 
An examination of parental responses indicated that a change to a special school, was 
viewed by a number of parents as an extremely positive outcome.  However, one 
parent provided an insight that perhaps a move from a primary school to an exclusive 
special school setting was a result of the education system ‘wearing down’ the parent.  
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Such a possibility was also addressed in the QPPD report (Mann, 2011) which 
provided a cautionary note in relation to the level of parent satisfaction with their 
child’s school.  The QPPD report suggest that their experience indicates that pursuing 
a placement in a primary school subjects parents to considerable pressure and stress, 
and talk about feeling happy with a placement is more about the parent not having to 
fight any more, or with situations that are less than what they could be. 
 
The stay at XXX SS was horrific with discrimination from teachers and 
parents.  There was a teachers’ aide but no other support.  Even the funding 
for the aide was cut- leaving no support at all, other than me being at the 
school up to 6 times per day.  The unit at YYY SS was worse.  Plain bloody 
ridiculous and that is when I gave up and sent him to ZZZ Special School.   
(R. 26) 
 
6.3 Implications for inclusion theory and practice 
 
The current research program extends our understanding of the experiences of parents 
with students with disabilities and the occurrences of discrimination they face from 
schools.  The findings demonstrate support for  the  assertion that inclusion is multi-
dimensional and cannot be addressed effectively from one perspective and the 
paradigm of inclusion is “necessarily unclear and problematic” (Keeffe, 2004, p. 145).  
This is supported in the body of research that has examined inclusion from 
perspectives of students with disabilities, their parents, teachers, support staff and 
administrators.  The adoption of an unexamined discourse of inclusion by policy 
makers and special educators has resulted in the practical difficulties of implementing 
inclusive communities in schools as claimed by parents, students, teachers, 
administrators and politicians. 
 
In many cases, practices described as inclusive are simply a rebadging of traditional 
special education practices without questioning of the underlying fundamental 
philosophies or beliefs about disability on which the practices are based.  Whilst the 
education system may espouse an inclusive rhetoric, an examination of the ‘accepted’ 
practices adopted by many schools appears to be exclusive and identify difference as 
problematic and not a desired characteristic of their communities.   
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It should be noted, however, that there are a number of school communities which 
parents involved in this study identified as striving to be inclusive.  The schools not 
only accept children with disabilities, but also take responsibility for the educational 
and social needs of the student; they work in clear partnerships with parents and 
caregivers to ensure students’ needs are met.  It is in these communities where 
difference is truly valued. 
 
One of the fundamental dilemmas confronting parents, teachers, schools and the 
education systems is whose rights should be acknowledged and whose rights thus 
become subsumed.  As Judge (1981) argues, it is important that the principle of 
community be acknowledged and respected, that all pupils should enjoy certain 
common opportunities, but this enjoyment of commonality should not be pursued in a 
restrictive one sided manner.  The quandary arises that in recognising the rights of a 
dominant powerful group within a society can result in the subsuming the rights of a 
minority group, defined by gender, race or disability (Keeffe-Martin & Lindsay, 
2002).  Recognising and giving currency to the rights of the dominant group in the 
community has resulted in the denial of the rights of the disabled, thus creating a 
contradiction supported by the very legislation which is enacted to protect those with 
disabilities.   
 
Contradictions in schooling are numerous and are not a recent evolution. In the past 
these contradictions have been masked and accommodated through reactionary 
practice and policy decisions.  The conflicts and clashes of ideology are rarely 
acknowledged nor discussed.  Judge (1981) describes the importance of recognition of 
the dilemma and a need to think through the difficulties and the contradictions.  This 
researcher recalls the reaction by the Queensland Department of Education to the 
High Court’s decision in Purvis.  To the onlooker it would appear that much of the 
reaction at a policy level, and at a practical level, was reaction to the judgment. 
Limiting potential legal exposure rather than a consideration of the conflict of rights, 
and how the rights of the competing parties might be better served within schools, 
appeared to lie at the core of the Department’s reaction.  
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It would appear that much time is spent by theorists in criticising the contrary 
viewpoints.  Little time is spent acknowledging the relevance of divergent theories 
and identifying possible future methodologies schools and educational systems can 
adopt.  Provision needs to be made to ensure educational barriers are addressed.  
However conceptual recognition of difference cannot be limited to a within-child 
model without considering the complexity of the social factors which impact upon the 
student and their parents (Terzi, 2005). 
 
A multi-dimensional approach, as suggested in Chapter 2, is a movement away from 
the traditional conceptualisation of inclusion as a one dimensional model.  Regardless 
of which school of thought theorists may belong, a model which truly encompasses a 
social model without ignoring the individual within-child aspects of an impairment is 
found wanting.  According to Norwich (1993, p. 20), “individual difficulty versus the 
organisational inflexibility is a false causal opposition.  The social and the individual 
are not exclusive alternatives between which causal accounts are chosen.  We need 
accounts which can accommodate the individual personal and the social 
organisational”.  This duality between the individual and the social elements of 
disability and inclusion creates an artificial causal opposition which, over time, has 
resulted in limited and unsatisfactory conceptualisation of inclusion. 
 
It is therefore necessary to rethink the traditional divide between schools of theory. 
Such an approach acknowledges dilemmas of inclusion and works to resolve - or at 
best minimise - the barriers for students with disabilities.  Traditional responses to 
inclusion theory appear to have exhausted much time critiquing contrary views and 
have done little for students with disabilities beyond some level of access to non-
segregated schooling.  (However, based on the findings in this study even this point 
could be challenged).  It has done little to move the debate to the quality of 
educational programming, participation in all school activities, events and access to 
services which address the limiting factors of the students’ impairment.  Moreover, 
the conceptual framework proposed in Chapter 2 offer new opportunities for 
researchers, practitioners, parents and students.  Assessment of individual and 
institutions’ viewpoints of inclusion and the basis underlying philosophy of the 
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participants are paramount amongst these new inroads.  This dilemmatic approach 
helps us not only to understand the nature of the dilemmas which face parents of 
students with disabilities but how institutional practices contribute to these dilemmas.  
This framework is innovative in relation to previous models in that it allows a 
reconceptualization of inclusion as a series of potential dilemmas for all participants.  
It further shows a balancing act that occurs between commonality (inclusiveness and 
equity) and relevance (differentiation).  The aim is to have both outcomes as far as 
possible (Norwich, 2008b).  It provides space for the assessment of individual and 
institutional perspectives and identification of specific dilemmas that emerge when 
these perspectives intersect and come into conflict. 
 
Thus the conceptual framework allows theorisation of a unified framework that sees 
and acknowledges the interplay of inclusion theory and practice with the political 
level of determining a just educational entitlement.  The policy and practice of 
inclusion can be dissected through the exploration of the dilemmas that are presented.  
In recognising the model’s existing value tensions we also accept some crucial losses.  
In pursuing inclusion for students with disabilities participants must acknowledge a 
balance between individual needs and a backdrop of competing interests, theories and 
practices within a range of different contexts. 
 
Sadly, it should be acknowledged that the conceptual framework as proposed in this 
study and the dilemmatic theory would suggest that inclusion and instances of 
discrimination are a reality from which we cannot retreat.  As members of a plurist 
society we concede that there exists a variety of views.  In regards to inclusion and 
discrimination, what is seen or perceived by one individual as discrimination may be 
seen by another as an appropriate medical or educational intervention.  This debate 
can be seen as one between those who see disability as a result of individual 
limitations and deficits, and an opposing view that sees disability caused by the 
deficits of a schooling system in its attempts to accommodate the diversity of the 
student population.  The courts have acknowledged this same dilemma in their 
consideration of what amounts to ‘unjustifiable hardship’.  Tamberlin J in Hills 
Grammar School v Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2000) 100 
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FCR 306 (Para 31) maintains it involves, “the weighing of indeterminate and largely 
imponderable factors and the making of value judgments”. 
 
To acknowledge only the one perspective as truth and to fail to acknowledge the other 
influences at play is naïve, or at best, politically immature.  Regardless, it is evident in 
spite of the expansive literature on the role of parents in education that it is time for 
educators, academics, the legislature and the courts to stop telling parents what the 
‘least restrictive’ or ‘most appropriate’ setting is for their children.  As Slee (2000) 
eloquently states, 
Perhaps we have to consider how new forums can be established where people 
feel they are entitled to speak, and more specifically that their knowledge is 
legitimate.  We should take time to observe the work of advocacy groups and 
how learning occurs therein and learn from that process. (p.12) 
 
Whilst the legislature provides an exemption/defence to the disability discrimination 
Act, inclusion will remain a ‘pipe dream’ for many students with disabilities and their 
parents.  Judicial consideration of the anti-discrimination cases strongly supports the 
defence of unjustifiable hardship, particularly in cases where it is contended that the 
behaviour of students with disabilities has an adverse impact upon staff and other 
students within the school.  The comments of Glesson CJ in Purvis v New South 
Wales (Department of Education and Training) [2003] HCA 62 showed considerable 
empathy with education authorities who are required to accommodate students who 
display disturbing behaviours. 
 
… It could include behaviour that is grossly anti‑social, dangerous and 
criminal.  A person who suffers from a disorder that results in disturbed 
behaviour does not necessarily lack the mental capacity to be guilty of a 
crime. In some Australian jurisdictions, for example, homicide may be reduced 
from murder to manslaughter by reason of diminished responsibility, but it is 
still a serious crime.  A person ordinarily cannot escape a conviction for arson 
by demonstrating that he or she is a pyromaniac.  Disturbed behaviour may 
take many forms, and may involve varying degrees of threat to the safety, or 
the property, of others.  From the point of view of other pupils and staff, the 
conduct of the pupil in the present case was serious.  Counsel for the appellant 
acknowledged that, in principal, his argument would have to be the same even 
if the conduct had been life threatening. (Para. 5) 
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It would appear that many schools are providing a range of ‘reasonable adjustments’, 
which on examination of the cases is a long way short of Slee’s (2011) call for a 
reconceptualization of schooling. 
 
The suggestion that anti-discrimination legislation and the relevant case law has been 
a catalyst for change, that has imbedded inclusion in educational practice, would 
perhaps place too high an expectation upon these tools.  There has been a failure to 
address the underlying assumptions of many stakeholders in relation to discrimination 
and to consider the various perspectives at play, particularly the perspectives of the 
non-dominant members of society- the students with disabilities and their parents.  
Bernstein’s (1996) fundamental requirement for democratic education is the notion 
that individuals must feel that they are stakeholders in society.  As stakeholders both 
children with disabilities and their parents must sense that their stakes are equally well 
accommodated to that of mainstream children and their parents.  
 
Moreover, this ‘stake’ can only be realised when schools implement new theory and 
policy in practice.  This precondition for democracy in school rests on what Bernstein 
refers to as interrelated rights, the first of which concerns ‘individual enhancements’.  
Here Bernstein suggests condensing tension points in favour of future exploration, 
suggesting a mind shift from past to future.  This in turn can be achieved by 
recognition of past wrongs exchanged for future enhancements.  Together with his 
other two pillars, e.g. Right to Inclusion and Right of Participation, Bernstein holds 
that surrounded by social and political complexities, yet enthused by the challenge, all 
stakeholders formulate an agenda which will yield a glimpse of what shape potential 
partnerships will resemble. 
 
Bernstein (1996) like Norwich acknowledges the tensions that exist in pursuing these 
‘enhancements’ and see these as opportunities for condensing the past and opening 
possible futures.  Slee (2000 p.13) suggests that one possible navigation aid may be 
found in initiating a conversation to discuss “what an agenda and possible 
partnerships might look like” to acknowledge the perspectives at play and look for 
opportunities these divergent views may present for inclusive schooling. 
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6.4 Implications for anti-discrimination legislation 
 
The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) and the Disability Standards for 
Education 2005 and the associated State legislation, the Anti-Discrimination Act 1991 
(Qld) creates a legislation scheme which is intended to prevent discrimination against 
students with disabilities and their parents.  In this discussion the reports from parents 
are examined in light of this legislation in an attempt to identify potential actions of 
discrimination by schools towards the parents and students with disabilities.  Potential 
discrimination is examined under the relevant five Disability Standards for Education: 
Enrolment; refusal of enrolment, different conditions of enrolment, 
Participation; denial of, or limited access to school services, facilities and 
programs, differential application of discipline policies 
Curriculum development, accreditation and delivery 
Student support services 
Harassment and victimisation; failure of the school to sufficiently address 
bullying and harassment against students with a disability. 
In examining parental experiences with regard to the Anti-discrimination legislation, 
it is acknowledged that this research is only part of a larger picture.  It must be 
acknowledged that this analysis is only concerned with potential discrimination and 
does not take into account the multiple views and the various ‘spheres of influence’ 
that are at play.   
 Enrolment 6.4.1
 
6.4.1.1  Refusal of enrolment 
For many parents with students with disabilities, the initial enrolment process is 
generally the first contact that parents have with schools.  As discussed in the 
literature review, it is often this initial contact that can determine the success/failure of 
the schooling experience for the family of a child with a disability ("Marita Murphy 
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and Burkhard Grahl on behalf of themselves and Sian Grahl v The State of New South 
Wales (NSW Department of Education) and Wayne Houston," 2000).  The enrolment 
process is also reported as the most contentious by a number of authors (Flynn, 1997; 
Keeffe-Martin & Lindsay, 2002; Mann, 2011).  
Disability Standards for Enrolment, Section 4.1 specifically states that this part of the 
Standards applies not only to enrolled students, but also applies to prospective 
students (Commonwealth Government of Australia, 2005).  Section 4.2 outlines the 
obligations of the education provider in relation to the enrolment process and Section 
4.3 details the compliance measure that should be adopted by the educational 
provider. 
Section 4.2(1) of the Enrolment Standards state: 
The educational provider must take reasonable steps to ensure that the 
prospective student is able to seek admission to, or apply for enrolment in, the 
institution on the same basis as a prospective student without a disability, and 
without a disability and without experiencing discrimination. 
Respondents reported both overt and subtle refusals of enrolment which appear to be 
clear acts of discrimination which occurred at the time of attempting to enrol a student 
with disabilities.  Whilst only a small number of participants reported an overt refusal 
of enrolment by a school principal, significant numbers of parents reported that they 
were limited in their choice of school, or could not attend their nearest state school 
because schools stated that they lacked the necessary resources and supports to meet 
the child’s needs. 
For all schools to let the child go to that school if they (the parent) want to and 
they (the school) find an aide or someone to help them. (R. 18) 
Keeffe (2004) described the dissuasive strategies adopted by school principals to 
effectively reject an application for the enrolment of a student with a disability.  
Respondents to her study suggested that principals do not use open confrontation, but 
rather, suggest to parents that their school does not have the required resources or 
access to expertise and another school ‘down the road’ does have access to a range of 
resources and services necessary for supporting children with disabilities (p.153). 
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Whilst the dissuasive strategies that a number of parents reported have not been dealt 
with by the courts, an example of where the courts ruled on the legality of an overt 
refusal of enrolment can be seen in Scott and Bernadette Finney v The Hills Grammar 
School [1999] HREOCA 14.  In that case, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC) held that the school had refused an enrolment to a student 
based on a school’s ability to provide resources to make accommodations for the 
student’s disability (spina bifida) and that such an argument did not satisfy the 
exception of ‘unjustifiable hardship’.  The Commission maintained that the student 
had been discriminated against on the basis of her disability under the Act. 
 
Hills Grammar School sought a judicial review of the HREOC decision by the Full 
Court of the Federal Court; however the ruling of the Commission was endorsed by 
the Court; Hills Grammar School v Human Rights & Equal Opportunity Commission 
[2000] FCA 658. The decision of the school to refuse the enrolment was based on 
preconceived notions of the condition of Spina Bifida and there was evidence of little or 
no attempt by the school to collect information about the student’s needs, the nature of the 
disability and the impact upon learning.  It was the stereotypical assumptions regarding 
the disability that resulted in the school’s refusal to enrol the students. 
 
A review of parents’ perspectives and experiences would suggest that there are school 
principals who adopted a similar approach to Hills Grammar.  It would appear that a 
number of schools fail to obtain even the simplest of information regarding the child’s 
disability and the associated adjustments that may be necessary and ‘refuse’ enrolment 
based on preconceived notions of disability.  The student does not belong to the dominant 
culture of able bodied students and is therefore excluded for enrolment. 
 
They would not take on a special needs child. (R.18) 
 Don’t take physically impaired kids and not enough 1:1 support time. (R.5) 
 
Schools clearly have an obligation to admit students with disabilities, to undertake an 
enrolment process which is not designed to dissuade parents from enrolling their child 
through the use of subtle methods which frequently involve the adoption of 
prolonged, arduous and often intimidating interviews with a range of school 
personnel.  Assumptions with regards to the child’s disability should dismiss 
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stereotypical deficit models of disability and genuine attempts should be made by the 
school to enrol students with disabilities into their communities.  These obligations 
upon schools can be found in the Standards at Section 4.3-Measures for compliance 
with Standards.  Stated explicitly in this section is the obligation for the educational 
institution to provide information about the enrolment process, to ensure the 
enrolment process can be undertaken without any undue difficulty, and to make 
information about the course and programs accessible to ensure informed choices are 
able to be made by the student or by his/her parents. 
 
Whilst a small number of parents reported that they had been subjected to a refusal of 
their child’s enrolment, a significant number of participants in both the parent 
questionnaire and the focus groups reported that they had not enrolled their children in 
the nearest school or the school of their choice and that as a result they were travelling 
significant distances to and from the school in which their child was subsequently 
enrolled in.  Additionally, given the number of children not attending the same school 
as their siblings this would suggest also that the child with a disability was not able to 
enrol at the same school on the same basis as their non-disabled siblings.  Another 
group of parents reported that they had transferred their children from an initial 
school.  Parents reported a range of reasons why they had made this choice, including 
being directed to another school by educational personnel, a lack of resources or 
support available, physical barriers and the attitude of school staff and the principal.  
All of these responses from parents would indicate that some form of discrimination 
had occurred in the course of the enrolment process. The findings from this study are 
consistent with the QPPD report (Mann, 2011)  which identified that just over a third 
of parents (129 parents) who participated in that study reported that their child’s 
school was not their first choice and that many of these parents were told or directed 
by education staff to go to a specific school. 
 
Schools have an obligation to take ‘reasonable steps’ to comply with the expectations 
under Section 4.  However, this legal obligation is only imposed to the extent that 
compliance does not impose unjustifiable hardship on the educational provider 
(Section 10.2).  It would be difficult for a school to argue circumstances of 
unjustifiable hardship in relation to overt refusals of enrolment where the school has 
made no attempt to gather individual student information and the decision of the 
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school principal relies simply on the disability label.  Scott and Bernadette Finney v 
The Hills Grammar School [1999] HREOCA 14 demonstrates that the courts have an 
expectation that schools obtain information about the individual student’s disability, 
to seek where possible independent professional advice and to genuinely explore the 
impact on learning that the student’s disability may have.  Based on the responses of 
parents who reported a refusal of their child’s enrolment it would be at best, difficult, 
if not impossible, for a school to resort to this ‘defense’. 
 
6.4.1.2  Different conditions of enrolment 
Section 4.2(2) of the Disability Standards for Education provide a protection for 
prospective students and are designed to ensure that a student with disabilities is not 
subjected to additional or alternative enrolment conditions.  Where an alternative 
condition of enrolment is to be imposed, there is an obligation on the provider to 
consult fully with the prospective student and their parents. 
Section 4.2(2) of the Enrolment Standards state: 
The provider must ensure that, in making the decision whether or not to offer 
the prospective student a place in the institution, or in a particular course or 
program applied for by the prospective student, the prospective student is 
treated on the same basis as a prospective student without a disability, and 
without experiencing discrimination. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, enrolment conditions imposed upon students with 
disabilities and their parents may include, but are not limited to; stipulating the hours 
and days a child may attend school, effectively creating a part-time enrolment, 
expectations placed upon parents to attend school at various times to supervise their 
child (particularly during breaks), or to take their child home during these times or the 
student is enrolled on a ‘trial’ basis (Flynn, 1997; Keeffe-Martin & Lindsay, 2002). 
The research demonstrated that students with disabilities and their parents were 
subjected to a variety of enrolment conditions and they reported that the imposition of 
such conditions can be a disruption to the student’s academic and social development 
and impinged on parents’ capacity to work.  The enrolment conditions which were 
described the most frequently by parents were those that restricted the children’s 
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involvement in the school days, the restriction upon the numbers of days the child 
with a disability was ‘permitted’ to attend school and/or the hours in the school day 
the child attended.   
She spent three out of five days of the week under the desk at my work because 
they refused to keep her in the classroom.  (FG 2- P4) 
He was unable to attend preschool on Wednesdays- the day which was mainly 
activity (play) based. (R. 30) 
 
… I wasn’t able to work and they said, ‘We think you should resign (employer) 
and focus on your son’, and I did.  I gave up my job and I stayed home for a 
full term until he could go to school full-time because they weren’t managing 
him.  (FG 1- P1) 
The pattern of responses from the parent questionnaire and the insights gained from 
the focus groups suggest that whilst the number of parents who have ‘endured’ 
enrolment conditions is small, it would suggest that parents are discriminated against 
by the imposition of such conditions.  Students with disabilities and their parents are 
not, as the Disability Standards requires, being treated on the same basis as a 
prospective student without a disability; rather, the condition imposed upon the 
student and child is in direct response to the disability.   
Additionally, the data provided interesting insights into the enrolment processes that 
parents with students with difficulties negotiated.  Parents reported that the enrolment 
process itself was convoluted and involved a number of meetings with school 
personnel and educational authorities before the student commenced their enrolment. 
My daughter was enrolled six months prior.  She had to see the guidance 
counsellors.  She had to have interviews.  (FG 2- P4) 
Parents acknowledge that their child’s disability creates a level of complexity which 
requires additional consultation with the school; however parents look for genuine 
consultation and collaboration, not panels of experts subjecting parents to 
inquisitional processes and procedures.   
I think that demonstrates a key result which is that if you are included in the 
conversations and you come to an agreement on things that traditionally you 
have no choice in, which is your teacher- if you have a choice in that then you 
will have more confidence in the process and you can also maybe guide the 
results you get.  (FG 1- P3) 
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 Participation 6.4.2
 
The Disability Standards for Education, Section 5.2 outlines the obligations on an 
education provider to ensure that a student with disabilities is able to participate in the 
courses and programs provided by the institution.   
Section 5.2(1) Participation Standards state: 
The education provider must take reasonable steps to ensure that the student 
is able to participate in the course or programs provided by the educational 
institution, and use the facilities and services provided by it, on the same basis 
as a student without a disability, and without experiencing discrimination. 
There is an obligation placed upon the education provider to consult with the student 
with a disability and their parents (Section 5.2(2)(a)), and where an adjustment is 
necessary to ensure participation, this should be done in light of the consultation. 
The current research program found evidence to suggest that students with disabilities 
were limited in their participation in the school program and life of the school 
generally.  Parents reported that their child was prevented from participating in what 
many schools consider to be the ‘extra curricula’ activities of the school in addition to 
participating in certain aspects of their academic program.  Students with disabilities 
were limited in their ability to participate in school sport, school camps and school 
excursion. 
…She couldn’t even go to … at X State School, she couldn’t even go and sit at 
the school where they do their assembly.  (FG 2- P4) 
Also the yearly disappointment and crying by our son when told he could not 
attend the camp (they put so much pressure on him prior to the camp dates 
that he ended up losing control and then told he could not attend). (R. 9)  
 
Although camp activities are organised, they are not directed for kids with 
disabilities so my son won’t be going. (R.7) 
 
We have another child who goes to a normal primary school which has a 
special education unit attached.  The children in the unit certainly miss out on 
a lot more that the normal children i.e. not being allowed on camp, excursions 
etc. (R.17) 
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These findings are consistent with those of previous studies (Mann, 2011; National 
People with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009).  The greatest restriction upon 
student participation was reported in relation to school camps and inter-school sport,  
that required a student with disabilities to undertake activity outside the school gate.  
Booth et. al. (2000) suggests that if a child with a disability is welcomed and valued 
as a member of the school community, their full participation in a range of school 
activities will be more meaningful and educationally valid.   
The Tribunal in I v O’Rourke and Corinda State High School and Minister for 
Education for Queensland [2001] QADT 1 outlined a potential framework for schools 
to ensure they do not discriminate against a student with disabilities.  There is an 
expectation that schools should make every attempt to identify all of the barriers to 
participation and ensure that they are addressed.  It is expected that the parents of 
children with disabilities are consulted in relation to their child’s attendance and 
participation, or otherwise, in all school activities to the same extent that a child 
without disabilities is able to attend.  It should be noted, therefore, that where a school 
does not provide an activity to any of the students, not offering this activity to a 
student with disabilities would not amount to discrimination.  
 
I v O’Rourke and Corinda State High School and Minister for Education for 
Queensland required the Anti-Discrimination Tribunal to examine the conduct of the 
school on three separate matters.  They held that the school had only discriminated in 
one of these matters by preventing I, a student in a wheelchair, from participating in a 
school excursion to Moreton Island.  The court maintained that the school had directly 
discriminated against the student.  This was in the face of evidence to suggest the 
school had taken extensive measures to address the barriers to participation, however, 
they had not involved the student’s parents in the decision making process, nor had 
they engaged expert advice regarding health and safety matters that made the 
excursion prohibitive.   
 
Costs alone are not seen by the courts as a deciding factor in determining whether a 
decision by a school to exclude a student from participation is discriminatory or not.  
The ‘balancing act’ adopted by the courts is more complex than this and takes into 
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account the needs of the student, other students, the school involved and the wider 
community, all of which must be examined. 
Participants in this research project did not offer any evidence to suggest that they had 
been involved in decisions in relation to whether their children were able to 
participate in the full range of school activities.  It would be inappropriate to suggest 
on the findings that schools are not involving parents in these decision making 
processes regarding participation and as a consequence are discriminating against 
students with disabilities.  However, the comments provided by the participants would 
suggest that they are not being consulted and that schools are providing reasons of 
convenience for non-participation, rather than engagement in genuine consultation. 
In the absence of any evidence from schools indicating what adjustments are being 
made to ensure participation, it is difficult in to make an evaluation on whether the 
defence of unjustifiable hardship would be applicable.  What is not arguable is that 
children with disabilities are being discriminated against in some instances in schools. 
6.4.2.1 Differential application of discipline policies 
In addition to whether students with disabilities are permitted to participate in courses 
and programs offered by the school, parents reported that their children with 
disabilities were excluded from school activities as a result of the application of the 
school’s discipline policy and procedures.   
The findings from this program of research concluded that children with disabilities 
are subjected to a different application of the schools’ discipline policies.  Parents 
reported that their children were not permitted to attend school activities as a 
consequence of a failure to adhere to the school discipline policy, along with the 
suspension and restriction of enrolment- the imposition of an enrolment condition.  
Parents also reported that they were contacted by the school requesting that the parent 
attend the school and remove their child. 
But unfortunately a new principal came and took over.  She started 
suspending S for behavioural problems.  (FG 2- P4) 
So if he was having a breakdown in the classroom I would be called to come 
and collect him.  There was never any discussion.  (FG 1- P1) 
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Three out of five days, I had to physically take her from school.  (FG 2- P4) 
Parents reported that the schools’ discipline policies appeared to be one sided with 
consequences imposed for their children with disabilities but other children did not 
appear to be subject to the same consequences. 
With W if he would react to other children he would be removed but he didn’t 
see the other children being disciplined for that.  He felt he was being 
disciplined and the other children weren’t and that was very difficult for him.  
(FG 1- P2) 
Suspension, exclusion or other adverse application of a school discipline policy as a 
consequence of a child’s disability is a clear breach of the educational authorities’ 
obligations under the Education Standard.  Section 22(2) of the Disability 
Discrimination Act also provides for it to be unlawful for an education authority to 
undertake such action. 
22(2)  It is unlawful for an educational authority to discriminate against a 
student on the ground of the student's disability:  
(a)  by denying the student access, or limiting the student's access, to 
any benefit provided by the educational authority; or  
                     (b)  by expelling the student; or 
  (c)  by subjecting the student to any other detriment.  
 
The High Court in Purvis v New South Wales (Department of Education and 
Training) [2003] HCA 62 and the subsequent Disability Discrimination and other 
Human Rights Legislation Amendment Act 1992 extended the pre-existing definition 
of disability to include a definition of disability, a definition which includes behaviour 
that is a symptom or manifestation of the disability.  The effect of this legislation and 
the Standards is such to make unlawful a suspension or exclusion of a child which is 
based on behaviour that is as a result of the student’s disability.  It should be 
remembered however, that the courts have tended to look favourably on an argument 
of unjustifiable hardship by an educational authority where the application of the 
discipline policy is intended to prevent harm to others. 
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It is clear from parents involved in this study that their children are subjected to 
suspensions and other disciplinary action by the school based on behaviours which 
appear to be a manifestation of their disability.   
The biggest worry is that he has missed so much academic learning due to his 
constant detentions and suspensions over his previous 3 years at the school.  
(R. 9) 
Whilst there is no reported data by educational authorities in Australian jurisdictions 
on the numbers or percentages of suspension and exclusions of students with 
disabilities, based on the account of parents in this study, there is no reason to suggest 
that the UK experience of disproportionate representation in school exclusions and 
suspensions (Harris, 2000) may not be evident in Australia (Dempsey, 2003a). 
 
 Curriculum development, accreditation and delivery 6.4.3
 
The Disability Standards, Section 6 requires education institutions to take reasonable 
steps to ensure that the course or program is designed and delivered in such a way that 
the student with a disability is able to participate in the learning experiences, 
including assessment of the course or program.  There is an obligation on the 
education provider to consult with the student or associate (in this case the parent) 
about whether the student’s disability affects the student’s ability to participate in the 
learning experiences of the education program.  The school, in light of the 
consultation, must decide whether an adjustment is necessary to ensure the student 
can participate in the learning experience.  There is an additional expectation that the 
school continues to consult and make the necessary adjustments to the learning 
experiences to allow for the changing needs of the student over time. 
Section 6 should be read in conjunction with Section 3.4(3) which maintains that in 
making adjustments to accommodate the disabilities of a student, the educational 
authority is entitled to maintain the academic requirements and standards of the 
course or programme which are inherent or essential to its nature.  These provisions 
have been addressed by courts in W v Flinders University [1998] HEROC 19 and 
Brakenberg v Queensland University of Technology [1999] QADT 11 and it should be 
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noted that the educational standards in question were the conferring of a degree and 
the fitness to practice a profession.  It would be difficult for a primary school, given 
the nature of the educational practice and academic standards in this setting, to argue 
that a school would be unable to make adjustments on these grounds. 
Only two parents in this study reported that school staff were not willing to assist 
students with disabilities or make adjustments to meet their needs.   
The school didn’t care and said he had to go to a special school as they don’t 
have training or funding.  (R. 28) 
This research program indicates that the majority of participants are generally 
satisfied that the appropriate adjustments to the primary classroom curriculum are 
designed and delivered to meet the needs of students with disabilities.  The ongoing 
challenge for schools and parents of children with disabilities is to ensure that the 
school curriculum and delivery continue to be adjusted throughout the student’s 
primary schooling and that decisions regarding adjustments are a product of genuine 
consultation and collaboration between the parties.  
 
 Student support services 6.4.4
 
The Disability Standards for Education, Section 7 imposes an obligation on an 
education institution to ensure that a student with disabilities is able to access student 
support services provided by the institution on the same basis as their non-disabled 
peers.   
 
Section 7.2(1) of the Disability Standards for Education states: 
The education provider must take reasonable steps to ensure that the student 
is able to use support services used by the students of the institution in general 
on the same basis as a student without a disability, and without experiencing 
discrimination. 
 
Parental responses in relation to the number of parents who feel that their children’s 
needs are being met is encouraging.  No respondent indicated that they believed that 
their child’s needs were not being met; however it should be noted that 20% (n= 10) 
of respondents indicated that they believed that their child’s needs were only being 
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partially met by the schooling system.  Parents indicated that the level and type of 
support provided to children with disabilities is insufficient to fully meet their child’s 
needs.  Typical of the responses in relation to whether parents believed their child’s 
needs were being met, was;  
Need more 1:1 support.   (R. 47) 
There are structural issues within the school system where kids not only are 
suffering from the disadvantage of having a learning difficulty, but they are 
then used to either push them to one side and say, okay it’s their problems 
rather than providing the resources needed to develop the kids into a positive 
contributor within the school. (FG 1- P3) 
Section 7.3 requires that support staff are adequately training to work with students 
with disabilities, and that specialist equipment is provided where necessary.  Section 
7.3(a) states: 
staff or education providers are aware of the specialist services available for 
the student and are provided with information that enables them to assist the 
students to access the services that the student need. 
Section 7.3(d) in relation to trained support staff states: 
appropriately trained support staff, such as specialist teachers, interpreters, 
note-takers and teachers’ aides, are made available to students with 
disabilities. 
As discussed above, the adequate training of specialist support staff and classroom 
teachers is not only considered an important element for successful inclusion of 
students with disabilities in primary school by parents; it is also a requirement under 
the Disability Standards and the DDA, Section 22.  
In Hurst and Devlin v Education Queensland [2005] FCA 405, Justice Lander 
considered in some depth the training and experience of support staff and classroom 
teachers in relation to the use of Auslan and Signed English.  Whilst the court 
maintained that Education Queensland had provided specialist staff with competent 
training and experience, it showed the court’s willingness to examine the skills and 
training of staff to determine whether a student had been discriminated against.  
Justice Lander stated (Para. 331); 
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Specifically, I find, as my earlier findings show, that the teachers who had the 
responsibility of delivering instruction in literacy and numeracy were 
adequately competent in Signed English.  It is no criticism as the respondent 
has contended that, of those teachers, they have continued to improve and 
develop their Signed English over a course of time.  Continuing professional 
development is a matter to be encouraged and should not be the subject of 
criticism provided, of course, that the base level of Signed English was 
adequate which, in my opinion, it was. 
 
The High Court in Purvis v New South Wales (Department of Education and 
Training) [2003] HCA 62 case also showed a willingness to examine the training and 
experience of school staff.  The minority judgement by McHugh and Kirby held that 
the school had failed to provide teachers with training or an awareness program.  
Daniel’s teachers had a limited knowledge or understanding of Daniel’s disabilities 
and how the disability affected his learning and behaviour.  They noted in relation to 
the school’s failure to provide for adequate training or an awareness training that; 
The Commissioner found that Mr Hoggan was largely taught by teacher's 
aides, rather than by teachers.  He also found that overall Mr Hoggan's 
teachers had a very poor knowledge of the nature of Mr Hoggan's disabilities 
and how they affected his learning and behaviour.  Teachers' views about Mr 
Hoggan's disabilities ranged, for example, from one teacher who "thought it 
was visual" to another who "did not appreciate that he had a vision 
disability."  The Commissioner found that, although various medical reports 
relating to Mr Hoggan's disabilities were on his file at the school and the 
principal was aware of his disabilities, Mr Hoggan's teachers were either 
unaware of the file or did not read it. 
The school’s failure and its limited attempts to make training available to Mr 
Hoggan's teachers constituted a detriment under the DDA, Section 22(2)(c). 
It can be concluded that the parental desire to have trained and experienced teachers 
and support staff working with their children is equally required by the DDA, 
Disability Standards and judicial interpretation.  It is therefore an onus on school 
authorities to ensure that professional development is provided to all school staff who 
provide support to students with disabilities.  As described by one parent, 
But teachers and staff need to know- just because the child is in my class 
doesn’t mean I’m the only person that needs training because somebody else 
is out on playground duty or on bus duty and they don’t know that child.  (FG 
1- P2) 
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School authorities in compliance with the DDA and Disability Standards must ensure 
that students with disabilities are able to access support staff and programs and that 
such supports are adequate to meet the needs of the students.  It is clear that the 
provision of staff is, in itself, not sufficient and that such programs and staff must be 
able to meet the specialist needs of the student.  School authorities are required to 
assess the needs of the individual student and consult fully with the student and their 
parent in the provision of this support. 
It should again be remembered that the school authority has the defence of 
unjustifiable hardship in the provision of specialist services and supports.  
Additionally, schools will not be required to make adjustments to the program under 
the Disability Standards if the adjustment required is deemed ‘unreasonable’.  The 
courts have shown that they will look to provide a balance between the interests of 
providers and others, and the interests of students with disabilities.  In light of a 
number of the participants’ responses in this study, it would be difficult for schools to 
argue that the adjustments requested by parents could be seen as unreasonable, nor 
would they impose an unjustifiable hardship upon the educational authority.  A claim 
of discrimination based on a failure by the school authority to provide specialist 
support services to a child with a disability could well be successful. 
 
 Harassment and victimisation 6.4.5
 
Parents involved in this study reported that their children had been subjected to 
bullying and harassment by other students and the teacher, and that the school had 
failed to sufficiently address bullying and harassment against students with a 
disability. 
 
I think the bullying comes from teaching and the teachers and then it comes 
from - or it comes from children and it's maybe not stopped by teachers and 
then it escalates...  (FG 1- P2)  
 
But one thing we've always regretted. We should have reported the behaviour 
and actions of this teacher and the victimisation of W that went on because 
after W was gone all it did was take away that excuse.  Next it was the next 
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child to be picked on in there and that is something we've always looked at 
and said we failed as parents...  (FG 1- P3) 
I am so relieved that my daughter goes to a special school and doesn't have to 
deal with other children teasing her and bullying her and already overworked 
teachers making it very clear that a child with disabilities is an added 
unwanted burden.  My experience as a social worker working with vulnerable 
families who have children in specialised units is that the children prefer to 
spend majority of time in SEU than deal with hostile mainstream environment.  
(R. 25) 
Section 8 of the Disability Standards for Education requires that educational 
institutions establish strategies and programs to support the rights of students with 
disabilities to an education in an environment that is free from harassment or 
victimisation on the basis of the disability.  The standards extend to support the rights 
of students who have associates with disabilities to have the same environment free of 
harassment and victimisation. 
Harassment is defined in the Standards (2005, p. 31) as any action taken in relation to 
a person’s disability that is reasonably likely, in all circumstances to “humiliate, 
intimidate or distress the person”.  Parents indicated that their children, and in some 
cases, they, themselves, had been subjected to harassment by the children’s peers and 
by school staff.  Whilst these instances of harassment were small in number, all of the 
participants reported harassment/bullying of their children. 
It is clear that such conduct, unchecked by school authorities is unlawful and 
constitutes discrimination.  Where schools have failed to act and prevent or halt 
harassment by other students or by staff amounts to a contravention of the Standards.  
This is especially the case where the students or their parents had complained to the 
school about harassment and no attempt, effective or not, was made to ensure the 
harassment ceased.  The difficulties for educational authorities in endeavouring to 
control the behaviours and actions of their students has been recognised as an 
important factor in determining the liability for discrimination, but it is not in itself 
sufficient to avoid liability if discrimination is established (Ronalds, 2008).  Huang v 
University of NSW [2005] FMCA 463 confirmed that an educational authority cannot 
be held liable for discrimination if it was not aware of the discrimination occurring.  
Policies and strategies designed to prevent harassment must be established by schools 
and they need to provide an avenue of complaint and resolution if harassment or 
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victimisation is encountered.  Given the findings and comments at 6.3.3.2 Complaint 
Mechanism, it would be difficult to suggest that schools have sufficient processes and 
procedures in place to limit their legal liability.  The school policies to prevent 
harassment, as required by Section 8.3 of the Education Standards, need to detail the 
school’s position and perspectives in relation to harassment and possible outcomes for 
a breach of this policy.  Furthermore, it could be shown that the school may also be 
liable for failing to provide the student with a safe educational environment.   
Section 42 of the Disability Discrimination Act makes it an offence to victimise a 
person for acting to assert or support a right given in the Act.  The operation of this 
section provides parents and students with disabilities with an important protection 
when making a complaint of discrimination.  Whilst no respondents in this study 
identified a fear of reprisals for making a complaint as a reason for not lodging a 
complaint, it has been found by other researchers (Flynn, 1997) to be an important 
inhibitor.  The effect of Section 42 provides parents and their children with a 
protection from any potential retaliation by individuals or an educational authority.   
Given the testimonies from parents in relation to the harassment and victimisation of 
their children with disabilities, it would appear that a contravention of the Disability 
Standards and Section 37 and 38 of the Disability Discrimination Act has occurred in 
a number of instances.  The obligation under the Standard goes beyond mere creation 
of programs and strategies but also requires active promotion and enforcement of the 
prohibition.  Failure by the relevant schools to develop programs and enforce them 
amounts to discrimination, with a liability lying against the school.  It should be 
remembered that a school is expected to take reasonable steps to implement such a 
policy but can perhaps argue an unjustifiable hardship case if the school can show that 
compliance with the Standard would impose an unjustifiable hardship upon the 
school. 
It should be noted that the purpose of this research is to examine the experiences of 
parents whose children have a disability against the Anti-discrimination legislation. 
However, a dilemmatic approach to disability would suggest that there are many 
perspectives and conflicting tensions that have not been considered in this research 
project.  ‘There are always two sides to every argument’, should perhaps be re-written 
to suggest that are more than two sides to every argument.   
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It would be naïve to suggest that the Disability Discrimination Act and the Disability 
Standards have had an effect of eliminating all occurrences of discrimination against 
students with disabilities and their parents.  Like all pieces of legislation, they are 
open to interpretation by individuals, policy makers and the courts and, as a result, it 
would appear that the spirit of the DDA and the Standards continue to be resisted 
within schools.  Dickson (2006, pp. 33-34) in her review of the cases discussed in this 
research suggests 
Many anti-discrimination decisions continue, however, to resonate outmoded 
understandings of people with disabilities as having ‘needs’ rather than 
‘rights’.  They resonate a belief that people with disabilities should be 
stoically grateful for what they are given instead of agitation for more.  They 
resonate a belief that the goal of inclusion is not to reduce the functional 
limitations of disability but reduce difference by normalising the behaviour of 
people with disability. 
The DDA and Standards have had an effect of increasing the awareness of disability 
discrimination and possible evidence for this can be seen in the increased number of 
students with disabilities not only being identified but enrolled in primary schools 
throughout Queensland, and the instances of legal cases involving allegations of 
discrimination by parents of children with disabilities.  However whilst there has been 
an increased awareness of disability within schools, this has not necessarily resulted in 
an extinguishing of discriminatory practices which parents and their children face in 
schools.  From the initial enrolment inquiry to curriculum programming and 
participation in school life, students with a disability and their parents continue to 
encounter instances of discrimination.  Parents of students with disabilities continue to 
rely on the good will of the school or education authority rather than the deterrent 
effects of legal prohibitions on the grounds of disability or on the operation of 
standards of practice within education.  What is equally clear in consideration of 
parents’ experiences in light of anti-discrimination legislation and case law is that 
there are no ‘winners’ when parents are reduced to litigation to enforce their child’s 
rights, rather, both the parents and the educational authority, as well as their 
relationship, are left poorer. 
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6.5 Summary 
 
This chapter provided an overview of the research program and a discussion of the 
research outcomes.  A discussion of these findings in relation to anti-discrimination 
legislation and inclusion theory was undertaken.  Implications for inclusive education 
theory and anti-discrimination legislation were discussed.   
The final chapter, Chapter 7 provides a summary of the conclusions drawn from the 
data.  This Chapter concludes with a series of recommendations for the school 
administrator in relation to the establishment of effective relationships between the 
home and school to minimise the potential for discrimination from occurring within 
the school. 
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Chapter Seven 
Summary and Conclusions 
 
7.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter summaries the purpose of the study, the exploratory methodology that 
was utilized and the findings of the study.  The implications for schools and 
administration teams is discussed and the study’s contribution to the field of research 
is detailed.  It concludes by outlining recommendations for further research on the 
implementation of inclusive education reforms in Queensland as they relate to parents 
of children with disabilities. 
 
7.2 Purpose of the study 
 
In Queensland the shifting political, economic and social contexts of schooling often 
result in views of disability which can be discriminatory and exclusionary in nature 
(Slee & Allan, 2001).  However this conflict between the contexts of inclusion is 
seldom considered.  A dilemmatic approach (Norwich, 2009) provides a possible 
model for the consideration of not only the constraining contexts in which inclusion 
must be developed but also as tool by which the policy and practice of inclusion can 
be critically examined.  This study employs the dilemmatic approach that addresses 
the inherent and ongoing complexities in inclusive education. 
 
In the absence of acknowledgement of shortcoming with regards to documented 
discrimination against students with disabilities, this study seeks to redress important 
inconsistencies.  These inconsistencies are most often noticed by parents who find 
difficulty in negotiating the ‘official’ education process and are left fighting the 
system (Rogers, 2007).  An ancillary purpose of this study was to recognise that two 
decades after enactment of anti-discrimination legislation, dilemmatic complexities 
have hindered universal implementation.  This study seeks to highlight that few 
parents, while fully entitled under the ADA (1991) or the DDA (1992), make use of 
the Act to attain outcomes for their children with disabilities.  The study concludes 
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that parents resort to searching, investigating, exploring and interviewing schools 
where their children will be accommodated and find acceptance as opposed to relying 
on their rights as prescribed in legislation.  
 
7.3 Overview of the research project 
 
The review of literature in Chapter Two and the Conceptual Framework presented in 
that Chapter suggests that schools are a potential ‘minefield’ for parents of children 
with disabilities to negotiate successfully (Sandberg, Norling, & Lillvist, 2009; Slee, 
2010).  
The current research program was designed to investigate the experiences of parents 
with students with disabilities within schools and to explore the implications of these 
experiences in regards to Australia’s anti-discrimination legislative schemes.  
Specifically, this thesis focussed on parents with children enrolled in State primary 
schools.   
The research project adopted both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies 
and consisted of 3 distinct but interrelated phases.   
Phase 1 of the study involved the development of a survey to collect data of interest 
to the research program; parental experiences, inclusion, enrolment, participation, 
resourcing and discrimination. This phase of the research involved the piloting of the 
survey tools using a pilot focus group of parents. 
Phase 2 of the study involved the collection of data through the use of the Parent 
Questionnaire entitled Survey of Parents’ Perceptions and Experiences regarding 
their Children with Disabilities and their Schools.  Phase 2 of the study provided 
insights into the different experiences of schooling children with disabilities 
experience through their parents’ eyes through the administration of the parent 
questionnaire.  The sample for the survey consisted of 50 parents of children with 
disabilities from 9 State primary schools and 2 State special schools across four (4) 
education districts in Queensland, Australia.  The response rate for the survey was 
satisfactory at 27.7% and the literature would suggest that a response rate for a 
 Chapter Seven Summary and Conclusions 223 
questionnaire of less that 50% is to be expected (David & Sutton, 2004).  The data 
gathered from the questionnaires was subjected to statistical analysis using SPSS 
Version 15.0.   
These findings assisted the researcher in developing four core statements for 
participants to consider in Phase 3- Focus groups.  Phase 2 of the study also provided 
evidence that parents of students with disabilities had experienced discrimination 
within schools.  Participants identified five major types of discriminatory conduct 
experienced in schools: Refusal of enrolment, imposition of different conditions on 
enrolment, denial of or limited access to school services, facilities and programs, 
differential application of discipline policies, and a failure of the school to sufficiently 
address bullying and harassment against students with a disability.  Participants 
identified two primary prerequisites for the successful inclusion of students with 
disabilities; staff attitudes and the level of training and experience of the teachers.  
Based on these findings, the researcher further developed the focus group 
methodology to explore these themes in greater depth. 
Phase 3 of the research project adopted a focus group methodology which provided 
rich contextual data detailing the experiences parents of children with disabilities in 
schools and the types of discrimination they and their children are exposed to within 
these schools.  It involved the facilitation of two focus groups with 6 parents from 
State primary schools.  Involvement in the focus group resulted from those parents 
who self-identified as potential participants as part of the questionnaire distribution 
process in Phase 2.  In this third phase of the study, the qualitative data collected was 
analysed using content analysis with the assistance of the software application NVivo 
Version 8.3.  
7.4 Exploratory design and mixed methodology 
 
An exploratory research methodology was adopted in this study to examine the 
experiences of parents of children with disabilities.  An exploratory study seeks to 
investigate little- understood phenomena, and attempts to identify or discover 
important categories of meaning (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  An exploratory 
research methodology was deemed appropriate for this study as there existed no 
established research instrument that was suitable to adequately assess parent 
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perceptions of children with disabilities in a regular primary school setting.  In 
addition there existed only limited Australian research in the field of discrimination 
against students with disabilities. 
 
Additionally, a mixed method research design was adopted which involved a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative approach to collecting and interpreting the 
data.  The study comprised three specific phases, Phase 1 which involved the 
development and testing of the parent questionnaire.  Phase 2, the administration of 
the questionnaire to a sample of parents of children with disabilities in State primary 
schools.  The core findings of the questionnaire were further explored in Phase 3 of 
the study in which two focus groups were conducted with parents of children with 
disabilities. 
 
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) maintain that the benefits of utilising such an approach 
can be found not simply in the collection and comparison of data from multiple 
sources, but such a research methodology also provides the researcher with a deeper, 
more comprehensive understanding of the research area.  Likewise, Creswell and 
Clark (2007) agrees and suggest that a mixed method design also provides a better 
understanding of the research problems than one approach alone.  It was important in 
this study that such a research methodology was adopted as it not only assisted in 
identifying the extent to which parents perceived discriminatory conduct on behalf of 
a school (quantitative data), but also allowed the researcher a deeper insight into 
parents’ perceptions of the practices adopted by schools in relation to supporting (or 
otherwise) children with disabilities (qualitative data). 
 
From these methods, specific statements regarding parental experiences and 
perceptions were explicated and discussed in detail.  These statements provided an 
enhanced understanding of the educational journey of students with disabilities in 
‘inclusive’ settings. 
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7.5 Limitations of the study 
 
The major limitation for this study was in relation to the questionnaire as the key data 
collection tool.  Problems inherent within this type of data collection tool relate to 
validity and reliability as discussed in Chapter 3, in addition to the assumption that the 
responses recorded are a true reflection of the views of the participants.  An additional 
limitation of the questionnaire is that no demographic information was sought from 
the participants.  School location or student age data was not considered an important 
element of the parent questionnaire as the purpose of the study was to seek 
information of parental and student experience, however, information was sought in 
relation to the length of time parents had enrolled their child at a school.  This 
information was deemed pertinent as it provided insights into whether parents had 
changed schools previously.  It is acknowledged that the inclusion of this information 
may have provided insights for generalisation purposes.   
 
In relation to the limitations of the focus group tool, there inevitably arises moments 
in forum interviews such as the focus groups where participants, for personal reasons, 
are reluctant to portray their true situations but tend to reflect, through the prism of 
consensus, a majority response. Such situations can only be overcome by 1-1 
interviews. 
 
Another unavoidable consequence in forum discussions (focus groups) and interviews 
is the presence of a dominating person, e.g. a parent whose views, although often 
well-articulated, influences the group dynamics and aborts true opinions and 
experiences of others. In such situations, sample group members become reluctant to 
contribute for fear of being unable to articulate their own experiences. The researcher 
therefore needs to be mindful, from the outset of focus groups, to solicit views of the 
quiet and hesitant before their views are compromised by overtly dominant group 
members. However well trained and prepared, the interviewer must acknowledge the 
dynamics of forum/group interviews and recognise their limitations 
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The study, through its design, was limited to the primary school setting and did not 
include parents from secondary schools.  Although the sample size for the main data 
collection tool, the Parent Questionnaire was small- a sample size of 50 parents- it 
was adequate for this research program.   
 
An additional pervading limit to this study is the sample population size. Obstacles, 
such as access, entry, agency co-operation, permits and permissions made it difficult 
to increase the relatively small sample group in this study. Future studies, launched 
from the findings in this research, would do well to replicate, on a larger scale, those 
interviews which somewhat narrowed and limited this thesis.  The sample was drawn 
from only large primary schools with special education units across three education 
districts and from two special schools involving a fourth district all within the greater 
Brisbane geographic region.  All schools were State school settings.  Caution should 
be taken therefore when interpreting the research findings in relation to the 
experiences of all Australian parents whose children have a disability within a school 
setting.  Furthermore, it should be noted that educational services for students with 
disabilities are not consistent across States and Territories.   
 
In addition, the focus group population were only from primary schools or discussed 
only their primary schooling experiences for their children with disabilities and 
therefore caution needs to be exercised with regards generalisations of these finding to 
high schools or special schools. 
 
These limitations, insights and implications provide a number of recommendations for 
further research and for consideration by education policy makers, schools and 
parents as schools in Queensland continue to engage with inclusive educational 
reform and the impact of Anti-discrimination legislation. 
 
7.6 Research findings 
 
Four ‘Statements’ or themes were identified and confirmed from the questionnaire 
results and the focus groups and the research findings were discussed in relation to 
these Statements. 
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These four themes regarding the experiences of parents of children with disabilities 
are: 
Statement 1:  Parents of children with disabilities experience at school vary greatly 
from family to family and from school to school. 
 
Statement 2:  A number of parents perceive that their child has been discriminated 
against in the school setting. 
 
Statement 3:  Parents of children with disabilities rarely complain about the 
‘treatment’ they receive. 
 
Statement 4:  The experience and training of school staff- teachers/teacher aides and 
the Principal are the key determinate of the success of inclusion. 
 
7.7 Implications for schools and Principals 
 
In considering the key factors needed for principals and school staff to establish 
effective relationships between the home and school, to maximise the opportunities 
inclusion represents for all students and to eliminate experiences of discrimination, 
the researcher has attempted to distil the research program’s findings into five key 
pointers.  The five pointers are designed to focus the thinking of the principal and 
school staff.  Specifically, the school is asked to consider how their personal 
behaviours may determine the success or failure of inclusion of students with 
disabilities within their school, how their behaviours may exclude children and 
discriminate against those children and their families who have disabilities. 
 
1. Welcome and ‘walk through’ 
Regardless of the education system, it seems clear that many parents find the 
enrolment process a confusing one.  They are faced with a large range of choices, 
including mainstream schooling with/without specialist support, such as 
mainstream schooling with a Special Education Unit support or a Special School 
placement.  It is important that parents are made to feel welcome and are not met 
with a response that indicates that the student with a disability is a problem for the 
school.  The enrolment of a student with a disability should be conducted in the 
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same timeframe as for that of a child without a disability Flynn (1997).  It has 
been the researcher’s experience as a principal, that in most instances where 
parents and children are treated with respect and are assisted in the enrolment 
process, the initial foundations of a successful relationship are laid.   
 
2. Seek parent and specialist professional advice and involvement 
Parents of students with a disability are generally extremely proactive.  They 
frequently arrive at a school to enrol their children with a vast amount of 
information gained through medical interventions and therapy.  The school should 
actively seek and peruse this information and gain approval for the relevant 
officers to make contact with specialists for advice or assistance.  It is the role of 
the school to promote proactive partnerships amongst the school, parents and the 
students.  Parents frequently see these attempts at collaboration as a tacit valuing 
of the work in which they have invested and a validation of their worth as team 
members.  It should be noted that parents in this study also expressed a sense of 
intimidation in their interaction with the school staff and the different groups of 
‘experts’ they may have had to negotiate with within their child’s school.  The 
school needs to ensure they are mindful of this possibility and build strategies to 
ensure parents are seen as genuine members of the team, not an outsider to the 
schooling process. 
 
3. Educate all 
Schools and education systems have a clear role in ensuring that the students 
within their care are provided with an education, and this responsibility extends 
also to the teacher.  For inclusion to be successful, staff must be provided with 
appropriate training (Flynn, 1997; Guzman, 1997).  The Principal, as the 
professional leader, has the role of ensuring that appropriate training is provided to 
all staff, both for the delivery of education programs to students with disabilities, 
and also for teachers to have the necessary collaborative and communication skills 
for working in effective teams (Guzman, 1997).  The Principal, as a member of a 
learning organisation, should also make a commitment to his/her own professional 
development.  The development of inclusive practices within a school require that 
the theories and practices related to inclusion are explored as part of a principal’s 
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personal professional development plan.  Conflict management and resolution 
should also be a key element of this planning (Guzman, 1997).  
 
4. Recreate the curriculum 
As the leader of a school, the Principal is seen also as the curriculum leader.  
While not suggesting that she or he must have a deep knowledge of all aspects of 
the school’s curriculum, it does require them to act as an advocate for curriculum 
development.  Principals have a role in supporting key staff involved in 
curriculum development and placing curriculum matters centrally in the school’s 
strategic direction.  In relation to students with disabilities, the Principal needs to 
ensure that the school’s Curriculum Plan is structured so that it provides pathways 
for all students to achieve potential success.  Many schools have already adopted 
an integrated curriculum approach, which has at its core the capacity for students 
to operate on task/activities at multiple levels and achieve outcomes at differing 
points.  The Principal has a role in working with both specialist staff and 
classroom teachers to ensure that appropriate physical resources are provided so 
that students can access the ‘hands on’ aspects of the school’s curriculum.  The 
school therefore must move beyond platitudes.  Schools need to refocus their 
energies on responding to diversity and celebrating difference in dignified ways 
(Barton, 1997).  Ballard (1995) suggests that the notion of inclusion has no 
definable end point, so accordingly all schools should continue to develop their 
school curriculum to embrace greater inclusion, regardless of their current point.  
Schools should see the Disability Standards for Education as an ideal starting 
point to evaluate practices and make considered decisions in relation to 
developing an inclusive education agenda.  The Standards provide a potential 
platform which moves schools beyond mere ‘lip service’ and a compliance 
mindset to one that values collective endeavour and engagement.  Slee (2011) 
describes this process as one which focuses on establishing authentic learning 
communities which encourage professional and community dialogue about the 
purpose and form of inclusive education. 
 
5.  Advocate for change 
The Principal has a key role in advocating for the inclusion of students with 
disabilities.  As many researchers suggest (Ferguson, Meyers, Jeanchild, Juniper, 
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& Zingo, 1992; Guzman & Schofield, 1994; Roach, 1994), the principal sets the 
‘moral’ tone of a school.  The principal must be seen within the school as 
someone who actively promotes the inclusion of students with disabilities, who is 
open and willing to form strong partnerships with parents and students.  It is the 
role of the Principal to establish rules for both staff and parents and ensure that 
these ground rules are followed.  The Principal must work closely with other 
professionals in the field to ensure that close co-operative teams are formed to 
support both the students and the class teacher and parents.  Whilst the school 
principal is seen as the ‘leader’ of a school community, it is their role to recognise 
that through an adherence to democratic processes, by ensuring all ‘voices’ are 
heard that an inclusive agenda is developed and treated with genuine endeavour 
and urgency.  Providing direct representation and genuine consultation for parents 
of children with disabilities provides the basis for, 
enfranchisement of the hitherto excluded or marginalised, democratic 
processes, the building of respect, trust and a partnership in the educational 
enterprise.  (Slee, 2011, p. 170) 
 
In the press to provide an inclusive education to students with disabilities, schools are 
under increasing pressure from parents, advocacy groups and the wider society to 
meet the educational and social needs of the student.  In this process the principal has 
a crucial role in ensuring the success of such programs and it is through the 
development of ‘productive partnerships’ between the school and home that the 
chances of such success are greatly increased.  To conclude, principals must be 
mindful of legislative requirements in relation to educating students with disabilities 
and should strive for excellence, not just compliance. 
 
7.8 Future research recommendations 
 
It is recommended that further research be conducted to address the lack of studies 
examining the experiences of parents and student with disabilities with inclusion and 
their experiences of discrimination in schools.  To date there are very few studies that 
provide empirical data in relation to discrimination which is not reported by Anti-
discrimination tribunals/commissions with the various State/Territory jurisdictions.   
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This study developed four key statements which illustrated the experiences of parents 
of children with disabilities within primary schools within the south-east corner of 
Queensland.  The findings from this study highlight the experiences of parents within 
an ‘inclusive’ setting, and indicate issues and areas of concern about how accepted 
children with disabilities are within primary schools and instances of discrimination 
these children and their parents encounter.  This type of research adds significant 
insights into the experiences of this group of parents and informs school practice.  
Understanding of these perspectives is important for a process of examination of the 
conflicting tensions as schools participate further with inclusive education 
transformations.  It is recommended that: 
• Further larger scale studies of this type explore the experiences of students, 
parents and school staff in the education of students with disabilities in 
primary schools. 
• Further studies explore discrimination and the practices that contribute to both 
discrimination and inclusion within the primary school. 
• A study that explores discrimination in enrolment, participation and 
curriculum modifications within schools be undertaken. 
• A study that explores further the home/school, parent/teacher working 
relationship be considered. 
• A study that explores further the role of the principal in developing successful 
inclusive practices in schools be undertaken. 
 
7.9 Conclusions 
 
On the eve of the Disability Discrimination Act’s 20th anniversary, it is important for 
policy makers, educationalists and parents to pause and examine the underlying 
assumptions about the acceptance of inclusion as a practice and a consideration of the 
impact of the legislation upon the schooling of students with disabilities. 
 
In conclusion, this research program further contributed to a better understanding of 
the experiences of parents of children with disabilities who were enrolled in primary 
school settings among a sample of Queensland parents.  The findings suggest that the 
experiences of parents vary greatly, from both parent to parent, and from school to 
school.  However, what is common for all of the parents involved in this study is a 
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desire for their children to be included as a valued member of their school community.  
Parents desire the opportunity for their child with disabilities to attend their local 
school, to be educated alongside their siblings and their non-disabled peers.   
 
In spite of the operation of the Anti-discrimination legislation and the Disability 
Standards for Education, parents and their children with disabilities are continuing to 
experience discrimination.  Discrimination is experienced at enrolment, in access to 
services and resources, through participation or non-participation in courses and 
programmes of study offered by schools, and harassment and victimisation by staff 
and students. 
 
The present study demonstrated that the policy of inclusion, which promotes the rights 
of the student (Slee, 2011) is yet to be grounded in practice.  Overall the participants 
in this study reported only moderate levels of discriminatory behaviour by the school.  
It is evident from this study that there exist significant implications for schools and 
parents in terms of how inclusive education policy initiatives and reform impact upon 
the educational programming and experience for students with disabilities.  In 
Queensland there is a critical need for all stakeholders to re-examine inclusive 
education policy and practice and consider how school processes contribute to the 
inclusion or exclusion of students with disabilities. 
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Appendix 3.1 
 
The process of ascertainment, utilised in Queensland schools until 2005: 
• Identified students with disabilities resulting in implications for 
educational outcomes. 
• Occurred once a student had a confirmed written diagnosis of an 
impairment (Education Queensland have adopted ‘impairment’ as 
defined as “the loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological, or 
anatomical structure or function’ Ashman and Elkins (2002) p.47) in a 
disability category recognized and defined by Education Queensland. 
 Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 
 Speech-Language Impairment (SLI), 
 Intellectual Impairment (II), 
 Hearing Impairment (HI), 
 Physical Impairment (PI), 
 Vision Impairment (VI). 
• Consider and report the student’s current curriculum, teaching and 
learning, as well as health and safety support requirements, 
• Identify program variations and therefore the level of specialist support 
required for students with disabilities to maximise educational 
outcomes. 
 
The ascertainment process consisted of five (5) steps, which are defined within a 
needs analysis, educational planning and programming process: 
• Stage 1- Needs analysis and decision-making, 
• Stage 2- diagnosis and reporting of a disability in a category for 
eligibility for ascertainment. 
• Stage 3- Ascertainment reporting and recommendation of level/s 
• Stage 4- Appeals against recommended ascertainment level/s, 
• Stage 5-  Reviews of ascertainment level/s. 
Refer diagram for an overview of the ascertainment procedure. 
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Ascertainment Procedures overview/flowchart 
 
 
    (Department of Education Training and 
the Arts, 2002) 
  Appendices 262 
Appendix 3.2 
DET Framework for Identifying Students with Disabilities  
STEP  What does this involve?  Adjustments  
1. Information  
Gathering  
 
If it is known or suspected that a student is experiencing 
difficulties in accessing and participating in the 
curriculum and life of the school, which may be related to 
a disability, consultation with parents must occur. 
Informed parent consent to proceed through the steps of 
the EAP is recorded using the EAP Consent Form 
(EAP 1).  
The school team gathers information from a range of 
sources in order to assist in curriculum and program 
planning to meet needs and utilise strengths of the 
student.  
This data gathering is an ongoing process.  
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2. Investigating  
a disability  
 
The school team considers available information about 
the impairment (as assessed or diagnosed by the 
relevant recognised specialist) and the activity limitations 
and participation restrictions in the school setting for the 
EAP disability category being considered.  
 
3. Request for  
Verification  
 
Data gathered is recorded on the appropriate EAP 
Verification Form. The school principal requests 
verification and confirms that appropriate procedures 
have been used within the school, relevant actions have 
taken place on the Adjustment Information Management 
System (AIMS) and appropriate agreement has been 
reached with the parent.  
 
4. Verification  
 
The statewide verifier considers the information provided 
according to DET criteria.  
The verification decision is entered on AIMS.  
If the verification request is accepted as meeting the 
DET criteria, the school may submit an EAP Profile.  
5. Review of  
Verification  
 
At the time of the verification decision, the statewide 
verifier may request a review of criterion 1 and/or 2. The 
criteria to be reviewed, and the review date, will be 
recorded on AIMS.  
The school and the parent may request a review of 
verification at any time.  
 
 
(Department of Education and Training, 2010b) 
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Appendix 3.4 
 
 
 
March  2007 
 
 
To the Principal/HOSES 
 
Re:  Research project to evaluate parents’ perspectives on inclusion, schools and 
the law 
 
My name is Liam Smith and I am currently carrying out a research project, as part of my doctoral 
studies, to determine the perceptions and experiences that parents of children with special needs have in 
relation to the concept and processes of inclusive classroom practice within a ‘regular’ primary school.    
I am writing to you to request your support and participation in this research project.   
 
This research program seeks to: 
• Provide an analysis of teaching practices from a parent perspective, 14 years after the adoption 
of Anti-discrimination legislation in Queensland. 
• Provide a new perspective in relation to the experiences of students and their parents in the 
educational process. 
• Inform policy makers at both a District and State level in relation to the provision of 
educational services to students with disabilities.  
 
The study consists of two parts. 
i) A mailed questionnaire that will identify broad issues for parents; 
ii) two focus groups to monitor the study and provide a group perspective. 
 
The questionnaire is made up of six parts: 
 
Part A includes information about you and your school; 
Part B seeks information on the support needs of your child; 
Part C examines the issues of discrimination within schools; 
Part D analyses the issues of travel and transport of your child to and from school; 
Part E includes information about participation within the school and its activities; 
Part F clarifies attitudes about the law as it relates to inclusion and more specifically the complaints 
process. 
I have provided the school with information sheets, consent forms and a questionnaire and ask that 
these be forwarded to the parents of children who are diagnosed with an impairment (Intellectual 
Impairment, Hearing Impairment, Autistic Spectrum Disorder, Visual Impairment, Speech Language 
Impairment, Physical Impairment) within your school who are ‘placed’ within the Special Education 
Unit. 
 
Parents who chose to participate in the study will indicate their consent by signing the informed 
consent and completing the questionnaire and forward it in the attached, self addressed envelop 
provided. 
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Participation in this study is completely voluntary and participants may withdraw from the study at any 
time.  All information obtained is strictly confidential and no names or other identifying information 
will be used in the reporting of research findings. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact myself, or Dr Suzanne Carrington (sx.carrington@qut.edu.au) for 
additional information or with any questions you may have. 
 
Could you please fill out the section below to indicate your consent for this study to occur within your 
school. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Liam Smith 
EdD student 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
lh.smith@student.qut.edu.au 
Ph: 0409 948 649 
 
 
 
I, __________________________________(Principal’s name), give my consent for the distribution of 
the questionnaire to parents of students currently enrolled with the Special Education Unit at 
______________________(school name) as part of the research project “Inclusion, schools and anti-
discrimination legislation: Parents’ perspectives on inclusion and the law”. 
 
 
_________________________________(signature) __________________________________ (date) 
 
 
Please return to 
Liam Smith 
Suite 15, 120 Melbourne Street 
West End, QLD  4101 
(stamp and self addressed envelope provided) 
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February 2007 
 
 
To parents 
 
Re:  Research project to evaluate parents’ perspectives on inclusion, schools and 
the law 
 
I am currently carrying out a research project, as part of my doctoral studies, to determine the 
perceptions and experiences that parents of children with special needs have in relation to the concept 
and processes of inclusive classroom practice within a ‘regular’ primary school.     
 
This research program seeks to: 
• Provide an analysis of teaching practices from a parent perspective, 14 years after the adoption 
of Anti-discrimination legislation in Queensland. 
• Provide a new perspective in relation to the experiences of students and their parents in the 
educational process. 
• Inform policy makers at both a District and State level in relation to the provision of 
educational services to students with disabilities.  
 
The study consists of two parts. 
i) A mailed questionnaire that will identify broad issues for parents; 
ii) two focus groups to monitor the study and provide a group perspective. 
 
The questionnaire is made up of six parts: 
 
Part A includes information about you and your school; 
Part B seeks information on the support needs of your child; 
Part C examines the issues of discrimination within schools; 
Part D analyses the issues of travel and transport of your child to and from school; 
Part E includes information about participation within the school and its activities; 
Part F clarifies attitudes about the law as it relates to inclusion and more specifically the complaints 
process. 
 
You are encouraged to make as detailed a response as possible.  Please feel free to add pages where 
additional space is required.   If you wish please contact me (lsmit43@eq.edu.au) to discuss the survey. 
If you are willing to volunteer for involvement in a focus group, please complete the attached 
Participant Information Sheet and return along with the questionnaire. 
 
Questionnaire instructions 
• Please complete all parts of the survey. 
• Tick the most appropriate box when a numerical response is not required. 
• It would be greatly appreciated if you would return the completed questionnaire to me by 30th  
April 2007.  A postage-paid envelope is included for your convenience. 
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Please note:  Completion of the attached survey indicates that the individual fully consents to his/her 
participation in this study. 
I would like to thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire and to assure you that your 
responses are very important and valued.  Your anonymity will be safeguarded in any publication or 
reporting of the results of this research and data will be stored securelyand only the investigator will 
have access to the information supplied.  When the research is finalized, the questionnaires will be 
securely stored and eventually destroyed in accordance with Queensland University of Technology 
guidelines. You are free to withdraw from the study at any point in time. 
 
Please contact the Research Ethics Officer on 3864 2340 or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have any 
concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project. 
Thank you. 
 
 
Liam Smith 
EdD Student 
Queensland University of Technology 
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Appendix 3.7 
 
 
 
Focus Group 
Participant Information Sheet 
 
Research project to evaluate parents’ perspectives on inclusion, schools and the law 
Liam Smith, lh.smith@student.qut.edu.au 
 
QUT Human Ethics Committees Approval Number: 0600000389 
 
Statement of consent 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 
• have read and understood the information sheet about this project; 
 
• have had any questions answered to your satisfaction; 
 
• understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the 
researcher; 
 
• understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment 
or penalty.  Your decision to withdraw will in no way impact upon your 
current or future relationship with QUT or your relationship or that of 
your child with his/her school.; 
 
• understand that you can contact the research team if you have any 
questions about the project, or the Research Ethics Officer on 3864 2340 
or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical 
conduct of the project;  
 
• agree to participate in the project as part of a focus group. 
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Name 
 
Contact Details 
 
Phone number 
 
Signature 
 
  
Date 
 /  /       
 
Please post to 
Liam Smith 
Suite 15, 210 Melbourne Street 
West End QLD  4101 
(stamp and self addressed envelope provided) 
Or fax to 
3340 8300 (Attention Liam Smith) 
Or email to 
lh.smith@student.qut.edu.au with a statement in the email confirming your 
participation and attach the form with your name and date filled in. 
If you have any queries about this project please contact Liam Smith (0409 948 649)
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